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some yatris would celebrate their own funeral ceremonies before setting out on 
yatra to the central Indian Himalaya because they did not think they would return 
(424), neatly summarizes the ways that preexisting practices, ideas, and stories 
connected to Kedarnath were changing form. 


HILL POLITICS 


These yatra-related changes largely involved the way the region was changing 
to accommodate visitors and the number and diversity of visitors arriving in 
the region. Corresponding political regional changes are also part of this story. 
Parallel to the trajectories charted in this chapter thus far were political processes 
that, after Independence, placed the formerly competitive mountain regions of 
Garhwal and Kumaon in solidarity with each other as the two hill areas within 
the large (and mostly plains-based) state of Uttar Pradesh. While there had been 
demand from “feudal elites” well prior to Indian independence in 1947 for the 
creation of separate mountain provinces (for example, the demand for a Kumaon 
Province in 1916) and from “urban elites” in the 19505, 1960s, and 19705, these 
attempts were marked by a lack of grassroots support and competition between 
Garhwal and Kumaon (A. Kumar 2011, 88-89). As Anup Kumar (2011, 102) notes, 
this began to change when hill people began to join together in “socio-ecological 
movements such as the . . . University Movement (1971-1973), the Chipko 
Movement (1973-1980), Nasha Nahi Rozgar Do (Give Jobs Not Intoxication, 
1983-1985), Anti-Tehri Dam and the Askot-Arakot Abhiyaan (Askot-Arakot 
Foot March)? 
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These movements, rooted as they were in grassroots concerns about the 
relationship of local living conditions to the needs and desires of people living 
outside the region, laid the groundwork for what would become a jan andolan, a 
peoples movement for the creation of a separate state. The connections of residents 
in the region to the trees and rivers of their own lifeworlds, combined with many 
different forms of economic, social, and political discrimination they endured at 
the hands of representatives of the state government, gave these movements a new, 
unifying power. There was an explosion of activist groups composed of students 
and/or women with links to other activist groups around the new nation. As these 
movements gathered steam and as the political ecology of the region continued to 
fuel the concerns of those involved, the drive for regional autonomy began to be 
in increased tension with the political vision of the national Congress Party, which 
had been in power in Uttar Pradesh for decades. A new political party emerged in 
1979, the Uttarakhand Revolution Party (Hindi: Uttarakhand Kranti Dal), which 
allied itself with the national parties who were in competition with the Congress 
Party: first the Janata Dal and then the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in 1989 
(A. Kumar 2011, 116-17). In 1989, in a reflection of changing national political 
trends, a Janata Dal and BJP-led coalition came into power in Uttar Pradesh and 
made regionalism part of their political platform, including the passage of an 
Uttaranchal Statehood Bill in 1991 that recommended a statehood separate from 
Uttar Pradesh; this was the year that a destructive earthquake in the Uttarkashi 
district of Garhwal made many paharis feel that their plains-based government 
did not have the requisite knowledge and commitment (118). Kumar relates, in 
response to a serious earthquake that struck central Garhwal in 1991, that “the 
earthquake killed about a thousand people and rendered many more homeless. 
The official response to the Uttarkashi earthquake became the exhibit one of the 
aloofness of the government in Lucknow. He further observes that “in public 
discussions the earthquake brought the people and their socio-ecological concerns 
together in a moment of crisis” (121-22). These regionally focused changes took 
place in the context of a national conversation shaped by the Mandal Commission 
about the creation of legal protections for underprivileged castes and tribes and 
a rising tide of Hindu nationalism that crested with the destruction of the Babri 
mosque in Ayodhya, Uttar Pradesh, in 1992. 


PRECARITY AND SOLIDARITY 


It was not incidental that governmental response to an earthquake was an 
important political catalyst to regional “socio-ecological” solidarity. Phenomena 
such as earthquakes, landslides, and floods have been part of the cultural and 
physical terrain in the Garhwal Himalaya for a long time. In addition to the severe 
earthquake in Uttarkashi in 1999, in 1991 Chamoli was at the epicenter of a large 
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and destructive quake. The entire region was shaken by an earthquake in 1803, with 
Uttarkashi, then known by its older name of Barahat, again experiencing terrible 
damage. It is reasonable to estimate that similar earthquakes have been occurring 
periodically in the Himalaya for much longer than these recently documented 
events. Roger Bilham (2004, 842) begins the story of attested earthquakes in the 
Himalaya with what he terms “a probable Himalayan earthquake reputed to have 
occurred during the time of enlightenment of Buddha ca. 538 В.С” More locally, 
in 2014 there was a landslide in the Madmaheswar valley near Ukhimath in which 
debris flow decimated almost the entire village of Mongoli, a village already affected 
by the Kedarnath floods in 2013. Major landslides are an annual occurrence whose 
incidence and intensity rise when there is an earthquake or flood event; in recent 
decades, they have become relatively more common because of ill-planned cutting 
and widening of roads (Barnard et al. 2001). Intense rainfalls have been trigger- 
ing floods and landslides for centuries (Wasson et al. 2013). In the last century, 
however, the incidence of Glacial Lake Outburst Floods (GLOFs) has been on the 
rise as increased glacial melt has begun to produce more glacial lakes (Richardson 
and Reynolds 2000). Small-scale landslides are so common as to be simply part of 
everyday routine. Bus and jeep passengers in Garhwal have a system for landslide 
blockage—the passengers on each side of the blocked road will simply walk across 
the blocked area and get on a jeep or bus that, once it has turned around, will be 
able to proceed. A friend of mine once described taking a bus ride in Garhwal as a 
"game of destiny" (Hindi: kismat ka khel). 

The Garhwal Himalaya is sometimes described as "fragile; in part because of 
all of this geological activity (Rizvi 1981).? But fragile is something of a human- 
centric misnomer that misrepresents both the problems that humans face when 
living in changeable terrain and the fact that the actions of humans can clearly 
change that changeable terrain, even in the short term. Change is not necessarily 
fragility. Historically humans in Garhwal who have had to live in intimate 
relation to these conditions developed strategies for successful living (such as not 
building houses on landslide-prone mountainsides) and, on a range of levels from 
the economic to the existential, were forced to take into account the inevitability 
of floods, landslides, and occasionally earthquakes. Vandana Shiva (1988, 184) 
reads the myth of the descent of the Ganga as a metaphorical expression of this 
situation of necessary sensitivity to the natural environment, seeing in the story 
a "description of the hydrological problems associated with the descent of mighty 
rivers like the Ganga, which are fed by seasonal and powerful monsoonic rains" 
whose forces are mitigated by the mountain forests that are Shivas hair. A deep- 
rooted sense of contingency comes with living in this Himalayan territory, or in 
any situation that is marked in the long term by what Jessica Lehman (2014) and 
many other geographers term "uncertainty" Paharis who have no choice but to 
deal with this set of conditions experience a sense of solidarity with other paharis. 
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The response of the Uttar Pradesh government to the Uttarkashi earthquake of 
1991 did not demonstrate a sense of empathy or knowledge about what this event 
felt like for paharis, so it contributed to currents of socioecological solidarity and 
resentment against non-pahari outsiders that were already running high. 


A NEW STATE 


In 1994 the state government announced new quotas for the admission of 
historically disadvantaged groups (Other Backward Classes) to state schools and 
universities. Many, notably students, felt that the new quotas did not fairly re- 
flect the actual percentage of Other Backward Classes present in the mountainous 
parts of the state. Hunger strikes led to arrests, and arrests led to a shutdown of 
schools. Students in Srinagar blockaded traffic on the main pilgrimage road, and 
women joined the students, connecting the protests to the long-standing tradi- 
tion of female activism in the region (A. Kumar 2011, 135-37). Protests, hunger 
strikes, and police reprisals spread throughout the region and began to center in 
Dehra Dun. Protesters were shot in Mussoorie (Garhwal) and Khatima (Kumaon). 
Eventually one organization, the Uttarakhand Progressive Women’s Forum, 
decided to stage a rally in New Delhi. Activists from all over the region began 
to converge on Delhi but met with resistance and blockades by the police, most 
famously at Rampur-ka-Tiraha on the outskirts of Muzzafarnagar city, where 
an escalation of tension between the protesters and the police became violent, 
resulting in the death of “about fifteen protesters” and “hundreds” of injuries 
(A. Kumar 2011, 205). When national newspapers reported that “policemen had 
assaulted and allegedly raped some women" during the confrontation, riots broke 
out and “The government imposed 24-hour curfew all over the Uttarakhand 
region" (A. Kumar 2011, 214). These events created new political momentum for 
regional autonomy. 

In 1996 the BJP became the dominant party in the "mountain districts" in 
Uttar Pradesh, and in 1997 a BJP-led coalition government called the National 
Democratic Alliance came to power in the state on a platform that included the 
creation of Uttaranchal (which would later become Uttarakhand). Uttarakhand 
and the other two states undergoing similar processes (Jharkand and Chhattisgarh) 
successfully became states in 2000. The founding vision of Uttarakhand 
(Uttaranchal) was in crucial ways premised on the commitment to greater sensitiv- 
ity toward the local living conditions ofhill peoples (Hindi: pahari), conditions that 
are often framed using the idea of “remoteness” (Mathur 2015b). This happened 
at roughly the time that the region had begun to see an increase in the number of 
middle-class yatris, the result of an array of developments correlating in important 
ways to the rise of the middle class in India in the 1980s and then after economic 
liberalization in the early 1990s (Sridharan 2004; Brosius 2010). 
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NOSTALGIA FOR EARLIER TIMES 


When I discussed twentieth-century history in Kedarnath, people typically did 
not volunteer opinions, memories, or analyses about the history of the new state 
and the vision on which it was based. In retrospect, I wonder what I would have 
heard had I pressed the issue. But political history was not the story that seemed 
to matter in my conversations about recent history in Kedarnath. What mattered 
was how Kedarnath itself had been “in earlier times” (Hindi: pehle zamanon 
men), hence the title of this chapter. During my fieldwork in 2007 and 2008, older 
tirth purohits would often begin interviews and conversations by telling me their 
memories of earlier times and their parents’ and grandparents’ stories about how 
Kedarnath used to be. When the village was less developed (even only decades 
ago, they would say), Kedarnath at night was in many respects a fearful place, 
with most locals unwilling to leave the far smaller enclosure of the built environ- 
ment of the village during the night for fear that they would attract malevolent 
supernatural attention. Elderly tirth purohits recall a time when yatris would usu- 
ally stop for a night halt in Rambara and then go up to Kedarnath and return to 
Rambara in the same day without even spending the night. The relationship of 
tirth purohit to patron (Hindi: yajman) in the Kedarnath of these earlier times 
was, according to these nostalgic memories, a far more intimate and personalized 
relationship in which the yatri/yajman depended on the tirth purohit for 
guidance, hospitality, education about Kedarnath, the performance of all ritual 
needs, and food. The tirth purohit, in accordance with his traditional identity and 
rights (Hindi: adhikar), was happy to provide these necessary services in unstint- 
ing fashion. This was contrasted with the environment of recent years, when the 
massive increase in the number of yatris was beginning to make this kind of tradi- 
tional relationship optional and people were not afraid to walk beyond the borders 
of the Kedarnath village at night. Looking back on conversations about changes in 
Kedarnath, I have realized that, while the political history of the new state was not 
explicitly mentioned very often or explicitly correlated to these changes, the sense 
of nostalgia that came through in these conversations was distinctively regional, a 
pahari nostalgia. 

What were the contexts for these nostalgic memories? The development of 
motor roads in the Kedarnath valley received special attention as a result of the 
Sino-Indian border conflict in the 1960s, and, just as it had done before, easier 
access brought more visitors. By approximately the beginning of the sixties, the 
motor road had reached Guptkashi (Dabaral, n.d., 241). The historian Shivprasad 
Dabral estimated that approximately one hundred thousand (one lakh) people a 
year were going to Badrinath just after the middle of the twentieth century (576). 
In recent decades the number of visitors to Badrinath has oscillated between 
approximately two and three times the number of visitors to Kedarnath. It is a safe 
assumption that Kedarnath also received fewer visitors in earlier times, thus giving 
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TABLE 2. Annual number of visitors to Badrinath and Kedarnath, 1987-2018 


Year Badrinath Kedarnath 

1987 271,850 87,629 
1988 372,772 137,095 
1989 370,820 115,081 
1990 362,757 117,774 
1991 355,772 118,750 
1992 412,597 141,704 
1993 476,523 118,659 
1994 347,415 104,639 
1995 461,435 105,160 
1996 465,992 105,693 
1997 361,313 60,500 
1998 340,510 82,000 
1999 340,100 80,090 
2000 735,200 215,270 
2001 422,647 119,980 
2002 448,517 169,217 
2003 580,913 280,243 
2004 493,914 274,489 
2005 566,524 390,156 
2006 741,256 485,464 
2007 901,262 557,923 
2008 911,262 470,048 
2009 916,925 403,636 
2010 921,950 400,014 
2011 980,667 571,583 
2012 985,631 583,176 
2013 497,744 312,201 
2014 180,000 40,832 
2015 359,146 154,430 
2016 624,745 309,746 
2017 884,788 471,235 
2018 (till May 3) 71,739 62,535 


SOURCE: Badri-Kedar Temple Committee (n.d.). 
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us an idea of how to apply these numbers. The increased ease of access yielded by 
the extension of drivable roads and attendant infrastructure saw the continued 
increase in the numbers of yatris journeying to Kedarnath each year (table 2). 

As the table shows, the number of visitors to Kedarnath took a fairly sharp 
jump in 2000, the year that Uttarakhand (first as Uttaranchal) became its own 
state, separate from Uttar Pradesh. Vishwambhar Prasad Sati (2013, 101) observed 
a 25 percent increase in the number of visitors to Kedarnath between 2000 and 
2010. In 2014, by comparison, the state limited the number of yatris per day to five 
hundred, but the volume of visitor traffic never made enforcing this regulation 
a problem. The drop in 2013 and 2014 tells its own terrible story. The resurgence 
that began in 2015 testifies to a humbling combination of human will, economic 
incentive, and faith. 


YATRA TOURISM 


In the mountainous terrain that constituted the majority of the new state, pilgrim- 
age tourism became one of the most important and optimistically regarded factors 
in the new state-based regional economy (Mamgain 2004, 256-57; 2008). In 1999, 
around eighty thousand visitors went to Kedarnath. In 2007, in the high season, 
Kedarnath saw approximately ten thousand visitors per day, and over the course 
of the seven-month season about five hundred thousand. Valley spaces in the eco- 
nomic catchment area of the Char Dham Yatra and Hemkunt Sahib became spaces 
primarily oriented around the yatra tourism of middle-class pilgrims, whose ex- 
pectations for comfortable travel and whose sheer numbers far exceeded the long- 
term carrying capacity of the mountain environment. 

This sudden growth of infrastructure and the nature of economic development 
connected to pilgrimage and tourism were not sustainable and, as we shall see, 
unfolded in a manner contrary to the founding vision of the state. It had been 
known in 2013 for decades, if not longer, that infrastructure development in 
Uttarakhand, as a primarily mountainous region, needed to take the geologically 
unstable and relatively inaccessible nature of the region into account in assessments 
of what scholars of tourism and environmentalists might refer to as the “carrying 
capacity” and “saturation point” of the region. The setting ought to impose an 
upper limit on how much the industry ought to grow. Pitamber Sharma (2000, 
151), in his study of Badrinath, claimed that prior to the late 1990s pilgrimage 
tourism did not significantly upset the balance of the Uttarakhand mountain 
environment and economy because the number of visitors willing to make the 
difficult trip and their willingness to endure hardship in the name of “religious 
merit” fit harmoniously with the environmentally aware and economically 
diversified and localized nature of pahari life, and Jagdish Kaur (1985, 189-90) 
offered a similar argument about how “new tourism” in Garhwal was moving 
away from the ideal of “austerity” and toward the ideal of “luxury; thereby placing 
greater strain on regional resources. 
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As Andrea Pinkney has noted in her careful study of recent mahatmya pamphlet 
texts, the second half of the twentieth century also saw the self-understandings 
of the region that would become Uttarakhand change significantly in ways that 
influenced depictions of the Uttarakhand Char Dham. After Independence in 
1947 there began to be a greater sense of connection to the world of the North 
Indian plains. In 1955, Pinkney (2013a, 235) observes, an Uttarakhand Char Dham 
mahatmya pamphlet had to call its pilgrimage circuit the "little" Char Dham 
because it was not well known in comparison to the all-India Char Dham. This 
sense was immediately complicated in the 1960s by the Sino-Indian War of 1962, 
which “led the Indian government to target Uttarakhand for intensive infrastruc- 
ture development, in order to create a defensible buffer zone between the Chinese 
border and India’s plains” (Pinkney 2013, 234-35). Pinkney observes that in the 
1960s the Uttarakhand Char Dham was still primarily understood as a paired set 
of two dhams: Yamunotri-Gangotri and Kedarnath-Badrinath. In the Kedarnath 
valley the next several decades saw the extension of the road from Guptkashi 
ultimately to Gaurikund, and the territory of the Uttarakhand Char Dham as a 
whole saw much-increased development of infrastructure and roads and the 
coalescence of the Char Dham into a single “network of four pilgrimage sites” 
(239). As the records of visitor numbers maintained by the Samiti attest, these 
changes in infrastructure clearly correlated with the beginning of a rapid rise in 
the number of visitors to the region." In the 1980s, Pinkney notes, pamphlets were 
being offered in a range of languages beyond Hindi—“English, Bengali, Gujarati, 
Malayalam, Marathi, Nepali, Tamil, and Telugu"—a development attesting to the 
growing diversity of visitors to the region (242). Further, the 1980s and 1990s saw 
a modernization of the practice of yatra and the expanding overlap between yatra 
and the description and promotion of “places to visit with no religious association.” 
The famous hill stations of Mussoorie and Nainital are good examples of tourist 
destinations in Uttarakhand not primarily known for their religious significance. 
These changes made the Uttarakhand Char Dham into a single religious "circuit" 
that "increasingly integrated into a pan-Indian narrative of commercialized sacred 
space" connected to modern major urban centers (252, 254-55). 

The single circuit of what can appropriately be called yatra tourism came to 
be connected to the powerful brand identity of the region as a whole: Dev Bhu- 
mi, Land of the Gods." And at the same time, the label Dev Bhumi referenced 
the network of local Himalayan deities bound to the landscape who claimed 
rights over trees, the goddesses whose powerful presences were embedded in 
earth and water and efficaciously intervened in daily life. This meant that in the 
"regional modernity" under way in Garhwal broad processes of commodification 
were blending into place-based networks of divine power that preceded those 
processes, with the push for the blending being partially provided by yatra tourism. 
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Yatra tourism would then come to function as an important signifier both for a 
set of internal changes about how Garhwalis were relating to (and shaping) their 
own deity-pervaded natural landscapes and for a set of outward-looking changes 
as connections to the North Indian plains, along with a greater sense of 
cosmopolitanism and linkage to the projects of the modern-nation state, were 
proliferating. 

It now may be seen how this broader story bears directly on our historical 
understanding of Kedarnath in a distinctive way. The same patterns of regulation, 
management, and extraction that built roads, cut trees, and constructed hydro- 
electric dams also reshaped cultural terrain. The premodern religious and political 
landscapes of Himalayan and Shaiva and Shakta sacred geography contentiously 
ruled by local Himalayan kings joined the broader life of the subcontinent to a 
greater extent as they were brought under British political, economic, and cultural 
influence. Independence in 1947 added new nationalist layers, and the processes 
leading up to statehood in 2000 formalized a sense of regional pahari identity. 
State involvement (in both colonial and postcolonial settings) with the control and 
imagining of the natural world (the extraction of natural resources, the building 
of roads, the damming of rivers, the construction of hill stations) became slowly 
bound up with the practices of yatra tourism in the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. The mingling of all of these different forces accelerated in the 1990s 
with explosive results in the early twenty-first century amid the floods, landslides, 
and earthquakes that were part of the processes of the Himalayan environment, 
processes whose relationships to human life in the Himalaya were themselves 
changing in the always emergent production of landscape. I began visiting 
Kedarnath during this charged time. 


THE SEASON 


When I was living in Ukhimath and preparing to live in Kedarnath during my 
dissertation fieldwork in 2006-8 I sometimes heard the season referred to as a 
six-month “fair” (Hindi: mela). The season is immediately preceded by a series 
of melas in the Kedarnath valley that occur in the month of Baisakh: Old 
(Hindi: Budha) Madmaheshvar, Taltoli Devi (near Lamgaundi), Phegu Devi (near 
Lamgaundi), Tyudi (Tyudi village near Fata), Jakh (near Jakh Dhar), Maykhanda 
(Maykhanda), and a small mela in Triyuginarayan that is not the main mela of the 
year there. Melas in the Kedarnath valley function as some of the most important 
and fun social events of the year and used to be one of the main times when family 
and friends who did not live within walking distance would see each other. Gods 
and goddesses usually make an appearance, but the nature of that appearance 
varies widely. Taltoli Devi comes out of her temple іп a palanquin (Hindi: doli) 
and “dances.” Jakh possesses his human vehicle, who, after a period of intense 
purification and preparation, runs across hot coal and burning ash. In Maykhanda 
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bards sing local versions of the Ramayana and narrate a time, centuries past, when 
a Gujarati prince came to Kedarnath on yatra and tried (unsuccessfully) to steal 
sheep and goats belonging to locals. Later in the day, local deities become present 
in their human vehicles to receive worship and answer questions. There is also 
a great deal of commerce involved in a mela, particularly involving the sale of 
sweets, snacks, and toys. Melas are by definition short-term events that are, rela- 
tive to a normal day, a whirl of socializing, consumption, the viewing of traditional 
forms of performance and entertainment, and interaction with different forms of 
divine presence. To call the pilgrimage season in Kedarnath a mela, then, is to 
acknowledge with dry humor the many ways in which Kedarnath felt like a larger- 
than-life place. Let us visit the mela. 


The Season 


In this chapter I want to walk the reader through Kedarnath as it felt in 2007 
and 2008. As I do so I direct the eye and imagination of the reader in several 
specific directions. First, I emphasize how diverse experiences of Kedarnath were 
consistently produced through eco-social engagements with the place as a whole 
rather than solely focused on a single location there, such as the temple. Second, 
I illustrate how Kedarnath functioned as a point of overlap for different forms of 
transregional Hindu pilgrimage and tourism as well as region-specific and some- 
times valley-specific Garhwali matters. Third, I foreshadow events and trends that, 
in post-2013 hindsight, were revealed as critical vectors. Kedarnath was in the 
process of recent and rapid change because of the growing numbers of yatris and 
the pace of recent commercial development. The interdependent levels of energy, 
devotion, capital, anxiety, environmental stress, and debt related to Kedarnath 
were rising. There was a sense ofa rapidly expanding and swollen bubble. 

I begin, after a brief sketch of the rhythms of the season, with extended pre- 
sentations of two examples that highlight the ways that different locations in and 
around Kedarnath village served as focal points for human and divine attention: 
the visit of a local Kedarnath valley deity who wandered over the entire Kedarnath 
end-valley (thereby introducing the reader to the layout of Kedarnath and the 
surrounding locale) and the distinctive aspects of the ritual of the ghee massage 
(Hindi: ghee malish) of the linga performed by devotees in the inner sanctum of 
the temple. I then focus on vignettes that illustrate themes necessary for under- 
standing the Kedarnath of 2007 and 2008: the intensity of the high season, bhakti, 
weather, labor, livelihood, nature tourism, trekking, Garhwali nature spirits, and 
the relationship of divine shakti to the natural Himalayan landscape. I conclude 
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by recalling events that in retrospect felt like previews, foreshocks as I call them, 
of what would happen in 2013. Pervasive in all of these moments of description is 
my commitment to attend to the experiential weight of the underlying eco-social 
interconnectedness of these different times, practices, experiences, modalities, 
forces, and organic and inorganic entities. 


THE TIMINGS OF THE SEASON 


An advance party of Samiti, public works, police, and military employees 
proceeded to Kedarnath several weeks before the season began. They confirmed 
that the path was passable and that enough snow had melted to allow access to the 
buildings. Friends told me that there had been years when they would use the not- 
yet-electrified electric lines as handrails because the snow was so high when they 
made the preseason ascent. Phone and electrical wires had to be reinstalled and 
pipes for water reinserted into the ground that had been removed at the end of the 
previous season. The season began, according to custom, with the three-day pro- 
cession from Ukhimath to Kedarnath of the traveling form (Hindi: utsav murti) 
of Kedarnath-Shiva, carried in a palanquin (Hindi/Garhwali: doli). The departure 
date of the procession varies for astrological reasons but is usually near or on the 
third lunar day of the waxing fortnight of the month of Baisakh (Hindi: akshay 
tritiya of the shukla paksh of Baisakh). In 2007, the Kedarnath doli left Ukhimath 
on April 27 and arrived on April 30, with the doors of the temple opening the next 
morning. Bhairavnath was worshipped in Ukhimath the evening before departure 
and sent ahead to prepare the way and ensure a safe procession and safe opening. 
Bhupendra and I walked with the doli. 

The arrival of the doli in Kedarnath is the key that activates the energy of this 
place that has lain quiescent during the winter months. Once the doors are open 
and Bhairavnath has been officially worshipped in Kedarnath in his Bhukund 
Bhairavnath form, the season begins. During the first approximately six weeks of 
the season in 2007 and 2008, in the high season, the area was bursting at the seams, 
and the Gaurikund-Kedarnath footpath became a continuous stream of yatris, 
often with over ten thousand visitors passing through the place each day. The exact 
duration of the high season changes from year to year because of the permutation 
of several factors: the date the temple opens, the beginning of school holidays and 
vacations for salaried employees, and the onset of the monsoon. In a “normal” year 
the monsoon will not begin in Garhwal until sometime in July. Once the monsoon 
begins in the mountains it is not a good time to travel from the plains—the chance 
of landslides affecting road travel is too great and the plains have started to cool 
off. In 2007 the high season was perhaps a bit longer than most; one contributing 
factor was that Jyet (May-June), the month following Baisakh, was longer than usual 
in 2007. During the high season at Kedarnath, everything is more expensive and 
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people аге іп a hurry. This is also when, correspondingly, the resident population 
of Kedarnath is highest. Many tirth purohits will come for this period and then 
depart, for various reasons (e.g., a schoolteacher who is also on his holiday). 

The high season in 2007 ended around the end of June and the monsoon began. 
Monsoon season in the Kedarnath valley means that the roads will inevitably 
be blocked by landslides at least several times; in Kedarnath these occasions 
were apparent because the flow of yatris would suddenly decrease. The end of 
June and July and the first part of August (the months of Ashadh and Shravan) 
were the slowest times in Kedarnath; many locals who did stay for the entire season 
took the opportunity for a quick trip home then. The month of Shravan, Shiva’s 
month, began in 2007 in the middle of July. The time of the monsoon is often when 
Garhwalis will themselves go on yatra within Garhwal. This was also when herders 
began to arrive in the area around Kedarnath with sheep, goat, and buffalo herds; 
before then only powdered milk was usually available. Bhukund Bhairavnath was 
the focus of devotion during this time for locals. Shravan was when Kedarnath 
valley locals who worked between Gaurikund and Kedarnath themselves came 
to Kedarnath, first entering the temple and then proceeding up to Bhukund 
Bhairavnath to offer him oil and thick flatbread cooked with cane sugar/molasses 
water (Garhwali: rot; Hindi: roti). 

In the eight to ten years preceding 2013, during the latter half of Garhwali 
Shravan, kavad groups began coming to Kedarnath (usually from Gangotri) as an 
extension of the non-Garhwali kavad festival that centered on doing a barefoot 
yatra, bearing pots of water, known as kavad, to Haridwar and the Neelkanth 
Mahadev temple near Rishikesh and that involved millions of devotees per year. 
Several tirth purohits also told me that farmers would often come on yatra during 
the monsoon (or more technically, when the monsoon was happening for them), 
because little agricultural work could be done during that time. In stark contrast to 
the intense crowding of the high season, during July and August (and even later) 
at Kedarnath in 2007 it was possible to spend hours at a time in the inner sanctum 
of the temple. There was time for locals to play cricket on the floor of a side valley 
behind Bhukund Bhairavnath to the east. 

Just after the beginning of Bhadon in mid-August of 2007, the Samiti sponsored 
an eleven-day recitation of the Sanskrit text of the Shiva Purana, beginning on 
August 17. Following close on the heels of the ending of the Shiva Purana in 2007 
was the local festival of Bhatuj, as far as I know celebrated under this name only 
at Kedarnath and a few other temples in the Kedarnath valley area. Preparations 
began on August 31, and the final elements of Bhatuj worship were done in the 
early morning on September 1. Bhatuj is a local form of the common new grain 
festival known in Hindi as annakut. Kedarnath valley locals, especially teenag- 
ers, descended on Kedarnath in crowds for this festival, and it felt to me like a 
mela, although I did not hear anyone use this word. Specially chosen tirth purohits 
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from the five villages of Ukhimath prepared a large quantity of rice that they then 
shaped into bricks and placed on top of the linga in the temple to form a pyramidal 
shape. The temple then opened early in the morning for this special darshan.' 
There was also a mela at Triyugi Narayan in September, one of the most important 
in the region. 

By early September the monsoon had given way to about a month and a half 
of beautiful clear weather, the best time of the year for walking in the Garhwal 
Himalaya. Late September and October saw greater and greater numbers of 
Bengalis in Kedarnath who were taking advantage of the long holidays afforded 
by Durga Puja in West Bengal to come to the Himalaya." As October advanced 
the weather began to turn cold and locals began to leave except for the core group 
whose custom it was to see out the entire season. When Bhupendra and I briefly 
left Kedarnath to visit Madmaheshwar the only other visitors in Madmaheshwar at 
the time were Bengalis and a local village on yatra with their devta (deity). 

The season in Kedarnath ends on Bhaiya Duj (Bhai Dooj), a festival that falls 
on the last day of Diwali. The Kedarnath doli typically leaves in the morning and 
takes two days and three nights to return to Ukhimath. On the penultimate day, 
the distinguished political and religious figures and devotees whose custom it was 
to attend the opening and closing of the temple arrived. The ranks of police and 
military grew as they did what was necessary to secure Kedarnath for the winter. 
On the final morning, the military ran its food kitchen for all those still remaining 
in the village. The night before departure, Kedarnath-Shiva received samadhi puja, 
an elaborate procedure that involved the covering of the linga with numerous 
layers of bilva leaves, ash, and fruit, as if tucking Shiva in for the winter. In 
the morning, the Samiti prepared the doli for departure. It emerged from the 
temple around eight in the morning, and representatives of the Samiti locked 
the temple. The drums and bagpipes of the Garhwali military band sounded, 
along with the Garhwali drums that accompany the deity on deity processions 
in Garhwal. Snow had begun to fall in Kedarnath several days before the end of 
the season. Combined with the sunshine of the morning, this meant that the first 
several kilometers of the journey were over a footpath covered with melting 
ice. With the departure of the doli from Kedarnath at the end of the season, the 
area, even more so than during the season, officially became the province of 
Bhairavnath. Decades ago there was a famous renunciant named Phalahari Baba, 
memorialized at several different locations in Kedarnath, who reportedly used to 
spend the entire winter inside a single building, but in 2007 to the best of my 
knowledge no humans spent the winter. During the first five years after 2013 the 
offseason has been different and nontraditional: construction workers and heavy 
machinery have often stayed on in Kedarnath during much of the winter so that 
reconstruction could proceed and Kedarnath could be as ready as possible for 
the next high season. 
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The visits of Garhwali deities in their palanquins have been an important feature of 
the season in Kedarnath, although this would not necessarily have been apparent 
to short-term visitors. Most of the time Kedarnath feels like a supraregional and 
Pan-Hindu (to use Surinder Bhardwaj’s classification) North Indian tirtha located 
in the Himalaya (Bhardwaj 1973). The lingua franca of Kedarnath is Hindi, with 
many tirth purohits also speaking a bit of the different languages or dialects of 
their specific patron communities (Gujarati, Punjabi, Sindhi, Bhojpuri, Marathi, 
Marwari, etc.). Hindi devotional songs and Sanskrit verses play over the temple 
loudspeakers, occasionally interspersed with the words in Hindi of famous reciters 
and expounders (Hindi: kathavacak) of Puranas and the Ramayana. Video discs of 
the Shiva Purana, the Char Dham Yatra, the Panch Kedar, and the twelve jyotirlinga 
can be heard when there is electricity, and most of the pamphlets and literature 
are written in Hindi, though one can also find Gujarati, Bengali, Tamil, Telugu, 
and Nepali. In the main, Kedarnath is more a Hindi place than a Garhwali place. 
The yatras of Garhwali deities, known as deora or devra (short for devta-yatra 
or “deity-yatra”), are certain moments in the season when in contrast Kedarnath 
becomes an intensely Garhwali place, a place animated by (to reference again 
Bhardwaj’s taxonomy) regional, subregional, and sometimes even local concerns. 
With this general framing in mind I now describe the deora of Nala Devi (also 
known as Lalita Mai) to Kedarnath on August 29-30, 2007. In the context of 
this chapter a description of her visit also functions as an introductory tour of 
Kedarnath and the Kedarnath-end valley as conducted by a local guide that shows 
how for some the power and importance of Kedarnath spread out beyond the 
temple and across the Kedarnath valley as a whole. 

As with many deoras, we could see the Nala Devi procession and hear the sound 
of her accompanying dhol and damaun drums before she actually came over the 
bridge? Nala Devi came through the horse area and over the bridge marking entry 
into Kedarnath proper a bit before five in the afternoon on August 29. She traveled 
as many Garhwali deities travel: as a collection of murtis (Hindi: material form ofa 
deity, in Garhwal often found in the form of a metal mask) inside a doli suspended 
between two poles resting on the shoulders of two or four barefooted men.* Nala 
Devi, by which I mean the doli containing the forms of her material presence, was 
swathed in numerous textile adornments, garlands, and dozens of scarves. 

Much of the resident population of Kedarnath had turned out to welcome 
her as she crossed the bridge. Officials of the Kedar Tirth Purohit Association 
and members of the Samiti welcomed her with garlands and with the chanting of 
mantras. As with many Garhwali deities on the move, her doli was mobile in three 
dimensions, bending and shaking and bowing. The movement of those who have 
the doli on the shoulders is frequently, when the deity is in such an active mode, 
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jerky and somewhat unstable, as if she is pulling them or forcing them to go ina 
particular direction. The Kedarnath doli, by contrast, does not move in this way, 
and its progress is statelier. Nala Devi proceeded with this kind of motion down 
the steps to the small ghat (Hindi: stepped bathing area) on the bank of the 
Mandakini river. She bowed repeatedly to the river until four or five people began 
to bathe her by dipping vessels in the water and pouring them over the doli. 

She then came up through the main bazaar, thronged on all sides with people. 
Local women were throwing flowers and rice, as they do on many auspicious 
occasions when a devta is present, and some were tying on scarves to the doli. 
People were shouting "Jai Kedarnath, Jay Ganga, Jay Lalita Mai? She turned 
into the lane for the Udak Kund, the enclosed water tank whose water yatris are 
often told is especially efficacious for the destroying of negative karma, and made 
reverence at the small adjoining Navadurga Devi temple. The Navadurga temple 
is usually a devotional focus only during specific, Devi-related times such as the 
festival of Navaratri. With the exception of her powerful river-forms, Kedarnath- 
based forms of Devi do not, with the exception of Navaratri and the occasional 
devotional attentions of someone who is a particularly ardent devotee of the 
Goddess, attract a significant amount of human ritual attention. Devi is much 
more prominently present in her form of Gauri-Parvati, in Gaurikund, at the trail- 
head for the ascent to Kedarnath. However, numerous Garhwali devis, or forms of 
the Goddess (along with other deities), visit Kedarnath on deora. Nala Devi then 
went back to the main road of the bazaar and proceeded into the courtyard of the 
temple. Nala Devi possessed her designated vehicle (Garhwali: naur), who made 
motions of request with his hands and body and was given water. 

Thus attended with devotion, spectacle, and fanfare, Nala Devi entered 
the courtyard, performed one parikrama (Hindi: circumambulation) of the 
temple, and after bowing to the Ganesha who guards the door of the Kedarnath 
temple, was taken off the shoulders of her bearers and placed in front of the still- 
closed door of the temple, where she received a small puja. When the temple 
opened for shringar darshan, Nala Devi was picked up and entered into the inner 
sanctum. She, in the form of the murtis carried inside the doli, was lifted from her 
doli and placed onto a niche in the back wall of the inner sanctum immediately 
behind the linga. Nala Devi would remain there until the next morning when it 
was time for puja. 

There is a theatrical aspect to the arrival of Garhwali deities in Kedarnath, 
and specifically in the temple courtyard. The devta becomes more active as it ap- 
proaches the temple, and the drumming quickens. Often the deora yatris begin to 
dance one of the circular dances that are often claimed as a hallmark of Garhwali 
culture, and frequently several people (women and men) become possessed. I was 
able to observe such moments in 2007 perhaps a dozen times. When a deity enters 
the courtyard, hundreds of locals stop their Kedarnath-related business with yatris 
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from the plains and gather for a variation of the Garhwali mela where they watch 
the deora yatris and the devta dancing/being caused to dance (Hindi: devta nacna, 
devta nacana). As when such possession happens in more typical village and town 
settings, everyone present becomes particularly focused and serious, extremely 
engaged with what is happening and what is becoming present. Yatris from the 
plains are frequently unable to interpret what is happening at such a time. Some 
assume that it is in fact Kedarnath-Shiva who has come into the courtyard. Others 
do not register immediately that it is a devta. Still others recognize it is as a devta, 
take darshan, and pay respect without necessarily understanding how exactly this 
particular devta has come to be where it is. A minority of yatris will ask a local to 
explain to them what is going on. 

That evening I went to the dharamshala where many of the Nala Devi yatris 
were being hosted. Such an arrangement is, incidentally, a demanding situation for 
the tirth purohit. Traditionally speaking, the role of the tirth purohit in Kedarnath 
involves, in addition to carrying out all the ritual needs of his patron (Hindi: 
yajman), finding the patron lodgings and arranging meals. He is a host. However, 
unlike a lodge owner (there are in Kedarnath both dharamshalas and lodges), who 
may discuss the charges for services rendered up front, the tirth purohit cannot. He 
provides hospitality and performs puja and then cannot insist on the amount of 
the fee he will receive. Thus part of being a tirth purohit in Kedarnath is arranging 
expensive services (food for an entire village, for example) without necessarily 
knowing what one will receive in return. The situation invokes both traditional 
values of hospitality and selfless service (Hindi: seva) and at the same time is shot 
through with uncertainty and anxiety because the patrons will not necessarily 
reciprocate with payment in the appropriate manner when the time comes. When 
a tirth purohit’s Garhwali patrons come, however, I have noticed that they are 
usually much less worried about payment and view their hospitality actions more 
through the lens of Garhwali intervillage relations. It is customary for Garhwali 
villages to welcome deora groups with food and lodging as they journey on 
processions and yatras and to expect such hospitality when they themselves are 
on deora. 

At one of the dharamashalas where the Nala group was being lodged, Bhupendra 
and I spoke with an elderly man from Nala and one of the older Kedarnath tirth 
purohits in whose dharamshala’s canteen we were seated. According to them this 
was the third time that Nala Devi had come to Kedarnath. The first time had been 
at least four decades before, and Nala Devi had come not in a doli but in a basket 
carried on someone's back? The Nala man explained that Nala Devi came in order 
to obtain shakti. He went on to link her reasons for coming to his own, saying that 
there was certainly shakti in Kedarnath and that if there was not, then how would 
he, such an elderly man, have had the power to come to Kedarnath as he did? 

Garhwali deities go on yatra for various interrelated reasons. One common 
explanation I heard many times was that Garhwali deities came to Kedarnath to 
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recharge (Hindi: recharge karne ke liye): that is, Kedarnath is a charging station for 
smaller local deities whose “charge” periodically runs out. This was the case with 
Nala Devi. Another reason, usually much less discussed for obvious reasons, is 
for the expiation (Hindi: dosh nivaran) of a collective problem with supernatural 
aspects in a particular village or set of villages that the deity has often itself recom- 
mended through its oracles. A third reason is simply that the deity wished to go on 
deora and announced its desire by possessing its chosen representative, who then 
delivered the message, or that particular members of a village or the entire village 
wanted to go on yatra and to take the devta with them on the journey (Berreman 
1972, 103). Other possible reasons include the habits of a particular deity to go on 
deora once every set number of years or its desire (not limited to going on deora) 
to exercise sociopolitical authority in its community (Jassal 2016). During my time 
at Kedarnath there were deoras of Garhwali deities who came every year, deities 
who were coming for the first time in forty-five years, and deities who had never 
previously made the trip. When deities came to Kedarnath, they were worshipped 
as deities by their devotees but also, relative to Kedarnath-Shiva, they behaved in 
many respects like a paradigmatic human devotee. A designated human represen- 
tative (Hindi: pratiniddhi or in the Garhwali of the Kedarnath valley: naur), often 
the person whom the deity regularly possessed if a specific person existed, acted 
on behalf of the deity. 

Early the next morning, the deora yatris went to the temple and, having done 
parikrama, entered it; to the sound of drums they then brought Nala Devi out into 
the courtyard. Bhukund Bhairavnath possessed his naur as well, a Kedarnath tirth 
purohit from the village of Rudrapur in the Kedar valley. This appearance, while 
brief, meant that Nala Devi was being welcomed and invited to make herself at 
home by the guardian of the valley. 

After receiving the permission of Bhukund Bhairavnath, Nala Devi began 
to engage the place beyond the temple and the village. Her itinerary for the day 
in many ways constituted a map of people, locations, and practices outside the 
temple that were significant to Kedarnath in 2007. From the courtyard Nala Devi 
headed out of Kedarnath to the north to bathe in the Saraswati River (which 
I sometimes heard referred to as the Swargdhari or Swargdvari), a smaller river 
flowing in from the northeast that joins the Mandakini River about a kilometer 
behind the Kedarnath village. The government had created a massive barrier 
wall that began just behind the northwestern edge of Kedarnath village and ran 
diagonally northeast behind Kedarnath so that the river would not overrun its 
banks and flood the village. This boundary wall washed out in 2013, and one of the 
major reconstruction projects was the rechanneling of the Saraswati River back 
to her pre-2013 course. Маја Devi's bath in the Saraswati (recalling that there was 
a bathing ghat on the banks of the Mandakini River at the entry to Kedarnath 
village in which she had already bathed) can be read as an acknowledgment of 
the numerous sites of power (many of them rivers) lying just north of Kedarnath 
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village that are described іп the Kedarakhanda, discussed іп chapter 2. On the 
way to bathe, however, Nala Devi stopped briefly at the free food kitchen (Hindi: 
langar) of the renunciant Mahant Chandragiri. 

Nala Devi stopped briefly and bowed at the recently built hall of Adi 
Shankaracarya before continuing to the Saraswati River. Upon arrival at the 
banks of Saraswati, Nala Devi dipped her canopy/umbrella (Hindi: chatr) in the 
water. Her doli was then seated on the banks, and all of the scarves and insignia 
were taken off, put down, and immersed separately in the river, a procedure that 
took about an hour. The bathing concluded with a small puja. Ganga (Saraswati) 
water was sprinkled over Nala Devi, and the dhol and damaun drum players also 
sprinkled Ganga water over their instruments. With cries of “Jay Ganga, Jay Lalita 
Maya, Jai Kedarnath,” the doli was picked up again and, after some discussion of 
whether to go first to Bhukund Bhairavnath, Nala Devi returned to Kedarnath. 
She returned by a different path, entering Kedarnath from the northeast, and went 
to the Samiti compound, stopping by the small shrine where the food offered in 
the temple was prepared (Hindi: bhog mandir). The Ved-pathis all came out and 
prostrated in front of her, and she bowed to them. People then asked for the Samiti 
officer in charge of the rations, supplies, and preparation of the offerings for the 
temple (Hindi: bhandari). The bhandari officer came, and Nala Devi thanked him 
for providing supplies for her and her deora yatris; the group was the guest of the 
temple committee while in Kedarnath. Yatris would sometimes come to this area 
to have an audience with the Virashaiva pujari. Otherwise, this was a primarily a 
local area. 

Nala Devi then reentered the temple for puja. Other yatris who were in the 
temple at that time were hastened out as quickly as possible. The doli was put 
down opposite the linga, and important local purohits and the important members 
of the deora yatri group sat on either side. The tirth purohits carried out the puja 
on behalf of Nala Devi. This puja, unlike most of the pujas done in the Kedarnath 
temple, was basically a collective puja that stood in for individual family pujas 
done by members ofthe deora yatri group. Thus each family present was instructed 
to say its name and zodiac sign (Hindi: rashi) near the beginning of the puja so 
that they would be included in it. Those wearing a sacred thread took it off to 
make their vow of ritual obligation (Hindi: sankalp) and then put it back on. Nala 
Devi's insignia were also placed on the linga during the puja, presumably also for 
recharging.5 The inner sanctum was by this time empty of any other yatris, though 
one tirth purohit was quietly reciting Vedic mantras in the corner. 

Several verses were recited from the Seven Hundred Verses to Durga (Sanskrit: 
Durga Saptashati), and the puja proceeded through a fairly normal sequence: 
Ganesh puja, praising of Ganesh, and concentration (Hindi: dhyan) on Brahma, 
Vishnu, Mahesh, Shankar (Shiva), and Kedareshvar (Shiva-in/as-Kedarnath) in 
turn, along with relevant verses. The tirth purohit poured water onto the linga, 
on behalf of Nala Devi, and offered whole rice, applied what on a human devotee 
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would be a forehead mark (Hindi: tilak) derived from auspicious substances 
offered during the puja such as sindhur powder or sandalwood paste, offered a 
sacred thread, recited verses in praise of Shiva from texts such as the Hymn of 
the Greatness of Shiva (Sanskrit: Shivamahimnastotra), and performed arati.” The 
deora yatris were told collectively at various points during the puja to bow their 
head to the linga. After the arati the tirth purohit massaged the linga with ghee on 
behalf of Nala Devi. Everyone, deora yatris and Nala Devi alike, circumambulated 
the linga before leaving the inner sanctum, stopping on the way out to worship 
Parvati. Upon emergence from the temple, Nala Devi then circumambulated the 
temple from the outside and headed up the side of the valley for Bhairavnath puja. 
At this point activity bifurcated. A group of ten to twelve purohits remained by the 
Havan Kund, a covered raised platform on the eastern side of the temple that was 
both the standard location for large fire offering rituals (Hindi: yagya or havan) 
in Kedarnath and the base of operation in the temple courtyard for renunciants. 
They began a yagya sponsored by tirth purohits from Rudrapur (the Kedar valley 
village that is the natal village of Bhukund Bhairav’s naur). Nala Devi went up to 
the shrine of Bhukund Bhairavnath, and a brief puja was performed to Bhukund 
Bhairavnath. Many yatris make the small trek (approximately fifteen to twenty 
minutes in each direction) to the shrine of Bhukund Bhairavnath if they have the 
time and energy to spare. Fewer yatris, except for the nature-oriented trekkers 
who both have the inclination and have planned to include time for a longer stay, 
proceed to wander about on the high plateau immediately behind the Bhairavnath 
shrine. Here Nala Devi began again to display a marked desire to move about the 
broader area of the Kedarnath end-valley. 

Nala Devi's actions here illustrate the ways in which significant practices (of 
both deities and humans) in Kedarnath do not limit themselves to focused inter- 
actions with specific sites. From the shrine of Bhukund Bhairavnath, Nala Devi 
began to wander (Hindi: ghumna). This wandering distinguished the three local 
Kedar valley devis who come to Kedarnath from the other Garhwali devtas who 
visit. Nala Devi, Phegu Devi, and Rampur Devi all are known to potentially wander 
over much of the length and breadth of the Kedarnath end-valley. Ghumna, or 
ghumgam, is the Hindi word used by locals when they describe a jaunt by foot they 
have taken that was not for a specific purpose other than to enjoy a walk; in this 
sense Nala Devi was acting like a Kedarnath valley local in Kedarnath, which she 
was. She first headed south on the Bhairavnath plateau halfway down the eastern 
side of the valley to a large rock known by some as “Old Kedar”? 

From “Old Kedar” Nala Devi came down the hill near the helipad. By this 
point a cold rain had begun to fall. As Nala Devi started to turn north, the deora 
yatris began trying to convince Nala Devi to stop wandering and head back to 
the bazaar. Bhupendra and I remembered their conversation as something like the 
following: “Speak, what should be done, if you need to keep wandering then say so, 
but in this rain we cannot help you wander any more. Also now it is necessary to 
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go into the bazaar, everyone has invited you. We would like to take you to at least 
half the places in the bazaar today—the rest is up to you [Hindi: baki teri marzi]? 
This conversation serves as an important reminder of the challenging conditions 
one finds at Kedarnath. At 3,500 meters of altitude, walking wet and barefoot 
around the end valley in a cold rain with the temperature only a few degrees above 
freezing was difficult enough that the deora yatris, themselves mountain dwellers 
(Hindi: pahari) were willing to challenge their deity. Given that the satisfaction 
and beneficence of the deity is a large part of why villages bring their deities to 
Kedarnath, this is a telling indicator of the physical state of the deora yatris at this 
point. 

Nala Devi began to head back to the bazaar. On the way, she stopped at Retas 
Kund, a pool of bubbling water enclosed by a shrine that (as mentioned in chapter 2) 
for tantric practitioners possesses important alchemical significance, and as 
hundreds of thousands of other yatris have done, once a sound was made (in this 
case a conch was blown) the group saw bubbles come up through the water in 
the pool. She continued on through the center of Kedarnath and returned to the 
hall of Adi Shankaracharya (і.е., Shankara) on the eastern side of the village in 
response to the invitation of an important renunciant from Varanasi who bore 
the title Mahamandaleshwar. The Mahamandaleshwar was carrying out a two- 
month period of extended devotion, meditation, and puja (Hindi: anusthan) in 
Kedarnath as part of his program to carry out a series of anusthans in each of the 
twelve jyotirlingas. The hall of Shankaracarya was a recent structure that housed 
the ostensibly original location (Hindi: sthal) of Shankara’s passage into liberation/ 
death (Hindi: samadhi) along with a murti of Adi Shankaracarya as well as a new, 
gigantic linga made of crystal. 

For most of August and September, the hall of Adi Shankaracarya was the site 
for the public daily puja and atirudra yajna (an especially elaborate form of the 
Rudri/Rudrashtadhyayi fire offering ritual that lasted for the entirety of the two 
months of the anushtan) of the Mahamandaleshwar. The Mahamandeleshwar had 
hundreds of followers visit him during his two months in Kedarnath, especially 
in the last week, culminating in a celebration of the final offering of the yajna 
(Hindi/Sanskrit: purnahuti or “last offering”) in which all present made the final 
offering into the fire together, a celebration that involved conservatively several 
hundred people. He ventured only rarely to the temple. It was clear in discussion 
with many of his followers that his presence was the primary motivating factor for 
their journey. 

The Mahamandaleshwar and the Brahmins he employed for his yagya (com- 
posed of both local tirth purohits and Garhwali Brahmins from other parts of 
Garhwal) worshipped Nala Devi with verses from the Durgasapashati and sv- 
asthi vacana mantras. Then all the deora yatris were given chai and snacks. Nala 
Devi then left the hall of Shankaracarya and went to the bazaar. In the bazaar, 
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Nala Devi stopped at almost each shop, where she was garlanded with flowers 
and scarves, was sometimes worshipped with a small puja, was given small gifts 
of money and rations, and then was asked for blessing (Hindi: ashirvad). Several 
older local women who were visiting Kedarnath for several weeks (wives, aunts, 
and grandmothers of Kedarnath tirth purohits) garlanded her. At this point in her 
visit her activity was no longer that of a yatri in Kedarnath. In the bazaar she was 
a Garhwali deity on deora in a bazaar filled with people from her own area, people 
to each of whom she owed darshan and ashirvad and who were bound by the 
especially high level of reciprocal obligations of offering implied by her status as a 
local devi of the Kedarnath valley. 

At this point the deora yatris again requested/told Nala Devi to go straight back 
to her resting place, saying, “We cannot help you to wander any more in this rain.” 
She then returned to the dharamshala where she was based and remained there 
at rest until eight in the evening, when she received arati. While she was resting, 
at about 5:30 p.m., Rampur Devi (the second local devi of the season) arrived and 
was greeted in much the same fashion. The next morning, Nala Devi and her deora 
yatris got ready for departure. Some of the yatris were having their family details 
recorded in the book of records (Hindi: bahi) that tirth purohits keep of the visits 
of their patrons. Nala Devi went and circumambulated the temple before visiting 
more shops and several lodges on her way out of Kedarnath. 

The visit of Nala Devi to Kedarnath marked one of the moments when 
Kedarnath became a Garhwali place, a place where Garhwali attitudes surrounding 
the presence of devtas on the move superseded the economic aspects of yatra and 
temporarily reconfigured many other normally operative distinctions between 
locals and yatris who were usually from outside the region.? Her visit, the visit 
of a paradigmatic yatri, showed that while the temple was the primary focus of 
her visit she also made it a point to pay her respects to Bhairavnath, to bathe 
in the river in two different places, and to wander across the land in the midst 
of challenging weather. She engaged the place as a whole in a way that muddies 
distinctions between nature and deity, local and visitor, temple and place, human 
and divine agency. 


THE GHEE MASSAGE 


The massaging of the linga with clarified butter or ghee (Hindi: ghee malish), on 
the other hand, enacted a spatial focus that was closely focused on Shiva's presence 
in the inner sanctum of the temple itself rather than the spatial focus of Nala Devi 
that was spread out over the entire end-valley.’° In the Kedarnath of recent decades 
anyone could, as part of puja, touch the linga in the inner sanctum of the temple 
during the time for public puja in the morning and massage it with ghee with her 
or his own hands. Anecdotally, this practice appears to have replaced the practice 
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of embracing the linga that some older tirth purohits remember from earlier de- 
cades and that had been mentioned by earlier visitors to Kedarnath, a practice that 
would have been easier before the linga was enclosed in the metal frame, the state 
of affairs in 2007. Many Kedarnath locals loudly insisted that Kedarnath was the 
only place where this ghee malish was performed. Many yatris informed me that 
this was not the case, but it is nonetheless the most distinctive practice currently 
linked to Kedarnath and does stand as a unique practice for many." 

At the beginning of the 2008 season, it was still the tradition at Kedarnath that 
every single person or family could have a seated puja in the inner sanctum itself. 
This full access was often contrasted with the highly limited access to the deity 
yatris typically experience in Badrinath. The puja itself was fairly standard and 
often included an abhishek of the linga (Hindi: the bathing of a murti with auspicious 
materials). Standard puja offerings usually included a sacred thread, camphor, in- 
cense, whole dried rice, oil lamps, forehead adornments (Hindi: bindi), vermillion 
powder, nuts, split chickpeas, and raisins, and more expensive pujas added scarves, 
plastic flower garlands, and coconuts. Sometimes yatris would bring some of the 
materials for the puja from home. Even the least expensive puja tray always came 
with ghee. Puja took place in the inner sanctum of the temple around the periph- 
ery of the metal frame enclosing the linga. This was the general ritual sequence: 
invocation (Hindi: avahan), initial vow (Hindi: sankalp), puja, arati, and offering 
of flowers (Hindi: pushpanjali), and then ghee malish. Each member of the family 
would take semisolid (because of the air temperature) ghee into their hands and 
was urged to rub/massage the linga with ghee while the purohit recited a mantra: 


I am a wicked person [Sanskrit: papa], I am one whose actions generate wickedness, 
my inner being [Sanskrit: atma] is full of wickedness, I am one from whom wicked- 
ness arises. Save me, lord of Parvati! О Shiva, you destroy all papa." 


The meaning of the mantra accords with the sense that the end of the puja 
sequence, in the Kedarnath valley, often includes a declaration of the sponsor's 
unworthiness and a blanket request for forgiveness from the deity.” 

For many yatris this intimate embodied encounter with the linga is extremely 
special, an experience usually unavailable to them. For others it is merely an 
elaboration of something they already know. There was often the sense that 
the ghee malish derived in some way or other from the paradigmatic actions 
of the Pandavas. Returning to another part of the discussion with the tirth purohit 
Tiwari-Ji discussed at length in chapter 1 provides an example in which the ghee 
malish was connected specifically to Bhima. When I prompted Tiwari-Ji about the 
ghee malish during our conversation, he responded: 


They say that Bhima hit with a mace at that time, saying, “Where has he gone, all of 
them have gone.” He did not have intelligence, he had strength but not intelligence, it 
is well known . . . that, regarding someone who has strength . . . he is totally mindless 
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[“mindless” said in English]. Thats how it happens. . . . He had very little thinking 
power. ... He hit God and then pulled him. .. . Therefore, Mother Kunti said, “Son, 
you made a great mistake" When God [Hindi: Bhagwan] gave darshan there and 
when he became invisible again, Mother Kunti said to Bhima, “You should apply a 
repair... to where you hit God with a mace,’ and there that repair is applied. “I am 
a wicked person, I am one whose actions generate wickedness, my inner being is full 
of wickedness, I am one from whom wickedness arises. Save me, lord of Parvati! O 
Shiva, you destroy all papa” [mantra recited in Sanskrit]. Doing this, the repair is 
applied. . . . For the expiation of wickedness, ghee is applied to God. 


In the context of a book describing the relationship of the Virashaiva tradition 
to Kedarnath commissioned by Kedarnath Rawal and Virashaiva jagatguru 
Bheemashankar Ling, Shobha Hiremath (2006) writes of the ghee malish in this 
way: “The most mysterious and astonishing point is when you caress the linga 
form of the Jyothirlinga [sic], you can feel the backbone and nerves of the back 
of the male buffalo, each and everyone irrespective of caste colour and creed is 
permitted to touch, feel, and express their devotion by smearing butter to the linga 
as a religious ritual. The souls of the devotees soar high with reverence and ecstasy.” 
Whatever the valence, a ritual personal encounter with the distinctively shaped 
linga, thickened by connections to webs of experience and meaning about Shiva 
and his paradoxical formed formlessness, his connection to the Himalaya and to 
the Goddess, and his interactions with Pandavas, has been a central part of visiting 
or residing in Kedarnath for many. 

The ghee malish, carefully analyzed, can be seen as a model that maps to broader 
trends, experiences, and textures found throughout Kedarnath. Specifically, it can 
serve as an analytic microcosm for understanding the stresses of the high season. 
To understand how, it is first necessary to briefly review the temple timings. In 
2007 and 2008 a normal day in the Kedarnath temple began with the Kedarnath 
pujari offering food (Hindi: bhog) to Kedarnath-Shiva at around 4:15 a.m. After 
this came the time for special puja (Hindi: vishesh puja), puja typically involving 
the presentation of costlier offerings in greater quantity, for which a ticket had to 
be purchased from the Samiti. Any puja performed during this time required the 
presence of a Brahmin ved-pathi who was a Samiti employee, even if the patrons 
of the puja wished to use their own tirth purohit as well. General darshan and puja 
were available from 6:00 a.m. until 3:00 p.m. This time was often described as the 
time of bliss-darshan (Hindi: nirvan darshan).^ At this time anyone who waited in 
the queue could directly touch the linga and sponsor a puja in which each devotee 
could massage the linga with clarified butter (Hindi: ghee) with his or her own 
hands. This opportunity is not always available in large temples and was often 
mentioned as a special aspect of visiting Kedarnath. 

At three the temple would close and the inner sanctum would be cleaned, 
followed by the daily fire offering (Hindi: havan) and the offering of the second 
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bhog of the day, and the pujari and his assistant would begin the adornment 
(Hindi: shringar) of the linga that preceded the evening temple puja. After the 
second bhog, only the pujari and his assistants could enter the inner sanctum. The 
doors opened at 5:00 p.m. for what was often called adornment-darshan (Hindi: 
shringar darshan), and then evening puja and the offering of light and flame 
(Hindi: arati) typically commenced at 6:00 p.m. and lasted approximately one to 
two hours. During this time yatris passed briefly in front of the door to the hall 
between the antechamber/public hall (Hindi: sabha mandap) and the inner sanc- 
tum for a brief shringar darshan from afar. Around 8:00 p.m. the temple would 
close until the next morning. Diana Eck (2012, 231) evocatively characterizes the 
relationship between the nirvan darshan of the morning and the shringar and 
arati darshan of the evening: “The rhythm and juxtaposition of these two evoke in 
ritual the Shaiva theology of a god who is both describable and indescribable, both 
apprehensible and utterly transcendent.” 

Evening arati in Kedarnath was a special time. After a luminous glimpse of 
the adorned linga, a brief moment obtained amid a press of excited devotees, you 
exited the temple and circled it in the auspicious direction as evening fell. You 
then joined the growing crowd of people in the temple courtyard who had already 
taken darshan, a crowd that included yatris and many locals who were taking 
a short break from their duties. People were singing devotional songs (Hindi: 
bhajan) from home. Some lit lamps and placed them on the ground or one of the 
temple walls or made a donation to one of the sadhus whose “duty” it was to stand 
outside the temple during evening arati. More so than during the day, the crowd 
in the temple courtyard included many of the police stationed in Kedarnath, a 
reminder that Kedarnath is close to the border of the Tibetan Autonomous region 
and that the state and national governments pay careful attention to what happens 
here. At the end of the arati the Virashaiva pujari, accompanied by his Garhwali 
Brahmin assistant, both of whom are today employees of the Samiti, strode out- 
side and offered the light-flame of the torches of arati into the darkness first in 
the direction of Bhukund Bhairavnath and then to the assembled crowd. Evening 
arati was usually a time when one felt a bond with others because everyone was 
in this special place at this special time. It was a moment that illustrated the idea, 
discussed in the Introduction, that the shakti of Kedarnath is either/both inherent 
in the place and a result of the accumulation of what people have brought with 
them to Kedarnath over the centuries. 

In the high season in 2007 and 2008 these timings changed dramatically. 
Special pujas began as early as 11:00 p.m., preceded by the (technically the next 
day’s) morning bhog, and continued until around 6:00 a.m., when the doors would 
open for general darshan and puja. Yatris waiting for general darshan and puja 
often had to wait for two to five hours. In 2007, I never saw the temple close for 
the afternoon until all yatris had been through the temple. This policy effectively 
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pushed back the rest of the day’s schedule by several hours. In the third week of 
the 2008 season, I saw the doors close at least once (to the best of my knowledge 
for the first time) at 3:00 p.m. before everyone had received darshan. In 2007 and 
2008, it was not clear that the ghee malish would continue in its current form 
because the ever-increasing numbers of yatris present in Kedarnath during the 
high season were making it difficult to provide every yatri with the opportunity for 
seated puja, and there was a great deal of speculation about how the ritual might 
need to change. These incipient changes in temple ritual illustrate the stresses 
placed on Kedarnath by the high season.5 


THE HIGH SEASON 


The high season was a time when the complex eco-social system of Kedarnath 
was bursting at the seams, a high-altitude whirl of religious power, devotion, 
sightseeing wonder, big business, power struggles, changing weather, and over- 
crowding. The differing ways that the connotative web of story and ritual 
described in chapter 1 and chapter 2, blended with the complex imaginations 
of landscape whose trajectory I described in chapter 3, framed experiences in 
Kedarnath were on full display in the brief scenes and conversations I describe. 
There was also a high degree of variation (and overlap) in the spatial setting 
receiving focus at any given moment: sometimes the temple, sometimes the 
physical context of the path, sometimes the story-enchanted Himalayan land- 
scape in a bigger sense, and sometimes the inner landscape of the speaker. 
Perspectives on Shiva's presence in the place and/or the temple could be seen 
to vary in these scenes as well. 

The first several snapshots I present in this section are from May 13, 2007. This 
day began in a large dharamshala. My conversations usually took place in the 
entry room, unless the manager conducted us to one of the rooms and asked a 
group if we could speak to them in their room. I first spoke with a middle-aged 
woman from Mumbai who was doing the Char Dham Yatra for the first time. She 
had originally meant to come the day before, but there had been a strike by the 
horse-drivers against the growing number of helicopter flights, so they had come 
one day later, causing them to miss a 2:00 a.m. appointment for special puja. They 
had brought all of their own supplies with them for puja. They had not heard 
prior to arrival the story about how the Pandavas came to Kedarnath, but they 
did know that Shiva had become manifest (Hindi: prakat hue) in Kedarnath by his 
own volition. They had tried to walk from Gaurikund, but after three kilometers 
they began to have difficulty breathing, so they paid someone to carry them in a 
palanquin (Hindi: palkhi) the rest of the way. 

I had already heard about this strike. The day before I had been sitting at one 
of the tents by the helipad provided by one of the private helicopter companies for 
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the use of customers and employees. At that time, I had spoken with one of the 
helicopter company managers and a three-generation family of yatris from Andhra 
Pradesh. The father was an industrialist. He said that Kedarnath was a better place 
to go on vacation and waste money (Hindi: paise barbad karna) because not only 
was the scenery better than that of a hill station but also there was the added 
benefit of darshan. Yatri families will often mention that one purpose of a family 
yatra is that it may help to instill traditional values in the children of the family. He 
was indignant that the horse drivers and porters were striking against the increasing 
practice of journey to Kedarnath by helicopter. Didn't they understand that 
more jobs would be created by the economic development resulting from these 
helicopter yatras? The helicopter company manager, a Kedarnath valley man, said 
that the horse-drivers had become stubborn like their animals and were protesting 
because they were not receiving any compensation from the helicopter companies. 
When I pointed out that some people felt that Kedarnath, as a traditional place of 
pilgrimage, was meant to be difficult to reach, he became testy. Are you trying to 
tell me, he asked, that my old mother should not have come? She could come only 
by helicopter. 

Later that day, out in the bazaar, I was invited to tea by a policeman whose duty 
was to keep order in the temple line. He insisted that only 1 to 2 percent of the 
people who came to Kedarnath were true devotees (Hindi: bhakt). The rest had 
come only to make a perfunctory touch of the linga. They were not even willing to 
endure the pain (Hindi: kasht) of waiting in line for a little while or coming on foot. 
He was also extremely critical of people who could afford to come by helicopter 
and purchase a ticket that granted them the permission to enter through the side 
door without waiting in line. He felt that kasht was a requirement for bhakti. 'This 
reminded me of something a Hindi teacher of mine once said about her experi- 
ence of puja. Often during puja, she said, people put their kasht onto God (Hindi: 
Bhagwan). But what about the kasht of God? When she did puja she tried to take 
on God's kasht. 

Arrival by foot in recent years has carried particular resonances. Pilgrimage 
by foot (Hindi: paidal-yatra) is the iconic form of yatra and symbolizes the pain 
(Hindi: kasht) and inner production of energy and focus (Sanskrit: tapas; Hindi: 
tap) that the practice of yatra generates (Whitmore 2016). Yet in 2007 and 2008 
(and later when I visited in 2011), to walk to Kedarnath was to be in a dwindling 
minority. Far more common was to ride on horseback, to be carried by porters, 
or to come by helicopter. Helicopters passed overhead several times an hour. If 
you arrived by helicopter (which I have never done), then you overflew the path, 
armored by your ability to purchase the ticket but also temporarily cast as an 
observer of the older, more traditional forms of pilgrimage taking place beneath 
you. You experienced a wide view of the mountains and the river valley. If you 
were in a helicopter flying up the Kedarnath valley, then you were flying at almost 
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half of the height at which commercial airliners fly at cruising altitude. But, of 
course, this was somewhat removed from the practice of walking in the footsteps 
of the Pandavas. 

In early afternoon I headed toward the temple courtyard. The queue was long 
and the police were required to intervene to keep order as quarrels broke out 
between those patiently waiting in line and those attempting to jump the queue. 
I did not wait in line but wandered up and down the line and tried to talk to people, 
with moderate success. Then the weather turned. In nonmonsoon Kedarnath it 
was common to have strong sunlight and clear weather in the morning and early 
afternoon, but clouds and precipitation would often arrive in the mid- to late after- 
noon. You could usually see the cloud wall advance up the valley with measurable 
speed in the afternoon. I went and sat in a shop owned by a friend of mine that 
sold religious objects and books. A group of yatris from Gujarat were castigating 
him for not having more material written in Gujarati. Several women wanted to 
buy cassettes of devotional songs (Hindi: bhajan). He responded curtly that he 
no longer stocked cassettes and that they should purchase a Char Dham video 
instead.“ 

I went again to a large dharamshala, this time for a prearranged conversation 
with a teacher from Delhi on his nineteenth visit to Kedarnath. I was able to 
partially record the conversation, which took place primarily in English with 
frequent excursions into Hindi. He said that he had been to all of the jyotirlingas 
at least sixteen times and that he had sponsored and carried out twelve maharu- 
drams, a maharudra being over one thousand recitations of the Sri Rudram Vedic 
chant (Sanskrit: Rudrashthadhyayi). He mentioned a pilgrimage system known as 
the seven Kailasa that included Manimahesh in Himachal Pradesh and Kedarnath. 
He contrasted India as a place of mystery with America, where people are inter- 
ested in demystifying. He said that in India science and tradition are integrated 
and gave the example that anointing the forehead with sandalwood paste (Hindi: 
chandan tilak), commonly done after some forms of puja, releases endorphins that 
give you pleasure. When I asked him about the shape of the linga he said that it 
was the shape of the Himalaya. He told a version of the Pandava story in which he 
said that Shiva initially had been aloof from the Pandavas because it was not yet 
the proper time for their darshan. When Shiva took the form of a buffalo Bhima 
perceived it and stood his legs on two hillocks. Shiva, as Lord, could not walk 
between Bhima’s legs. At this point Shiva realized that Bhima had understood his 
disguise, so he went into the earth. The hump of Shiva remained in Kedarnath and 
the Pandavas went to heaven. His navel became established in Madmaheshwar, 
his matted hair in Rudranath. Ravana, the archvillain of the Ramayana, had actu- 
ally visited Chopta, the tourist town on Ukhimath-Joshimath road that lies just 
below Tungnath, another of the Five Kedar shrines. The teacher also mentioned 
“Old Kedar” (Hindi: Budha Kedar), a Shiva temple near Uttarkashi connected 
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to the Nath tradition but not often connected to the Five Kedar shrines. He also 
mentioned Pashupatinath in Nepal and said that darshan of Pashupatinath was 
necessary for getting the benefits, or fruit (Hindi: phal) of the journey to the 
different jyotirlingas. 

When I asked him about the ghee malish, he said that the reason for it was 
practical. It was difficult to grow flowers near Kedarnath, whereas it was easy to 
offer ghee. I asked him why he kept coming to Kedarnath. He said that every time 
it was different and unique. For example, this time was the first time the weather 
was clear. Once he came in October and there was a heavy snowfall. They had no 
clothing. He used to come half-naked (recently he has started bringing gear). Once 
he came when it was raining and everything got soaked. Once he came in October 
with nothing. Today’s worship had a different vision, a different feeling. He 
started to talk about a renunciant who had been staying (reputedly continuously) 
for twenty-seven years in the Ramanandi ashram built into the mountainside at 
Garud Chatti several kilometers south of Kedarnath on the path. He said that this 
renunciant had kept very quiet until the last two or three years and had finally 
begun to share. Sharing experiences was good. Always something was different. 
This teacher always journeyed to Kedarnath on foot, even though he used to have 
varicose problems. Now he had diastolic dysfunction (a swollen heart) and it took 
him twelve to fourteen hours to walk up, but still he came. 

When І asked him about experiences in the inner sanctum һе had this to say: 


Sometimes you get . . . feelings. Sometimes you get visions, sometimes you see 
something. [I asked for an example] .. . I don't know, I don't remember, but it is there. 
Some visions come, some noise comes sometimes. Some days we are with ourselves 
only, we just keep on chanting. . . . Sometimes you feel smells . .. sometimes you feel 
some... vibrations . . . after that one should not say all these things because one does 
not know what it is exactly. Generally, they are saying you should not share such 
things but since you are asking... 


He himself sometimes got a sort of ticklish feeling, sometimes felt as if he were 
naked and would cry. There was a beginning, a straining toward a beginning. He 
said that one ofthe problems with sharing experiences was that there were dangers. 
Development on a spiritual path could be very dangerous, as could sharing. Each 
stage felt like the ultimate. I asked him if he felt that Shiva possessed name, form, 
and attributes that could be expressed through language (Hindi: sakar, also termed 
sagun). He said Shiva ultimately was both formed and formless. If you worshipped 
Shiva as sakar then you saw a material form. The experience was no doubt sakar, 
but it was so powerful that you could not bear the full sakar form. For example, 
the full form of Lord Ganesha was as powerful as millions of suns. We could not 
bear even one form. Thus we used idols (his term) and lingas. The problem was 
that people got stuck. You had to go ahead and keep progressing as if you were 
progressing through a system of education. There was no difference between Islam 
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and Hinduism except that one started with the formless (Hindi: nirakar, the 
opposite of sakar). You had to be very powerful to perceive the nirakar. You had to 
start with form because formlessness was too hard. 

He related what he told his students because he often brought students with 
him on his pilgrimages. He used particular events and experiences as justifications 
for worship of Shiva. It was because of the protection of prayer, for example, that 
a train journey had been successful in a time of terrorism. Last year on a trip to 
Madmaheshwar they had left Rhansi at five in the afternoon. He had injured his 
legs and the group had gotten lost. Twenty-one students were on one the wrong 
side of the river valley. People were crying. Suddenly someone appeared and guided 
them. If it was not a miracle, then it was an amazing coincidence. Another time 
he was traveling to Kedarnath and he had an oxygen problem in the fog. Someone 
came and guided them up to the bridge and then vanished. He explained that 
by “vanished” it meant that the mysterious person suddenly went away quickly 
and they searched and could not find anyone. Students also had mentioned an 
approximately eighty-year-old man who helped them once and then disappeared 
too quickly for someone of his age. Sometimes local people said that they heard 
voices at night sometimes, for example in Garud Chatti. The teacher mentioned 
the oft-related story about Badrinath that in places like Badrinath and Kedarnath 
for six months the gods came and worshipped here. He once had seen a man on 
the path who was moving but without walking. He thought it must have been the 
deity Kal Bhairav (Bhairavnath) or some semidivine and/or monstrous member 
of a troop (Hindi: gana) of Shivas followers or some ancient saint. He mentioned 
several similar occurrences in and around Badrinath that involved sightings of 
Uddhava, a friend of the god Krishna. 

We began to discuss the ways that Kedarnath had recently been changing. The 
teacher said that the essence of Kedarnath would not change because of recent 
development but that there would be so many layers over that essence that people 
would not be able to see the true character of the place. He likened this problem 
to the ways that the seven sheaths (Sanskrit: kosha) of bodily material prevented 
us from directly perceiving the life force (Sanskrit: prana). Walking to Kedarnath 
barefoot was better for getting the full experience of the place, an experience that 
involved both pain and pleasure, but of course not everyone was able to do this. It 
would be good if the nearby glacial lakes of Gandhi Sarovar and Vasuki Tal became 
more accessible, but this might spoil their atmosphere. People were beginning to 
be trapped by a strict yatra schedule, which meant that they were more likely to 
just go to Badrinath or to rush through the Uttarakhand Char Dham Yatra. 

At the same time, even in Mumbai intense bhakti was happening for lots of 
people. Coming here was not strictly necessary, but for certain kinds of religious 
experience one had to wander like the saints. There must be a purification process, 
the banana must be unpeeled. He said that I should be like the chiku seed and not 
like the mango seed. The chiku seed was totally dry and could be cast aside, whereas 
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the mango seed always seemed to have a bit more juice and therefore could not 
be cast aside. Being in the world was good. He told students: get involved but not 
attached. You have to taste the world. As the conversation ended, he said he hoped 
that he had not wasted my time. When people like me came, unfortunately most 
people like him were not able to explain adequately. Most of his students did not 
learn through his explanations; instead he had to create the conditions for them 
to have learning experiences of certain kinds because he was interested in their 
salvation. He gave the example that he had once caused his students to perform an 
abhishek with seven liters of milk. They had found this wasteful at the time and 
later they understood. Most of his students were elites who liked Western things 
and did not believe in traditions but rather thought of them as myths, so their 
minds had to be changed slowly. At the end of the conversation he gave me a 
laminated AUM/OM image for my own use. 

Finally, Bhupendra and I visited a different large dharamshala. There a 
Kedarnath valley local friend who worked for a national yatra company intro- 
duced us to a group of about twenty-five yatris from Gujarat as they were eating 
their dinner (provided by the yatra company) in the canteen of the dharamshala. 
It was clear that they were having a blast. I stood in front of them and introduced 
myself and a rowdy question-and-answer session followed. Members of the 
group felt that the pursuit of the Pandavas was appropriate because they were 
in pursuit of mukti. They said that Kedarnath was Shivas dwelling place (Hindi: 
nivas) but that Shiva was not Kedarnath. Many people were hearing the story of the 
Pandavas journey to Kedarnath for the first time, but one person said she had read 
something about Kedarnath in the well-known comic book series Amar Chitra 
Katha. We discussed the shape of the linga. I said to me it looked like a mountain. 
They said one stone is just a stone but this other stone is Shiva, so we worship it 
as Shiva even though to you it looks like a stone in the shape of a mountain. To us 
it looks like the back of Shiva or the hump of his buffalo-form. Bhupendra noted 
that they themselves said they should be seen as both pilgrims and tourists. One 
yatri said that at the time of puja there is utter concentration/meditation (Hindi: 
dhyan). When you look at nature, you take its full joy. After that, Bhupendra and I 
happily had dinner with the group and then went back to the room we shared for 
the night. There were many days like this. 


WEATHER 


The weather is one of the most important constituent factors in how people 
experience Kedarnath." The weather in Kedarnath is distinct, even different from 
the kinds of weather found on most of the path from Gaurikund. It is colder and 
there is often more fog and precipitation. It snows and hails sometimes, even in the 
summer. Preparing to visit the temple and waiting in the queue (to say nothing of 
making the trip from Gaurikund) when the sun is shining and one can gaze on the 
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glaciers spread out behind the temple is radically different from waiting with bare 
feet and usually inadequate rain gear and warm clothing when fog, rain, hail, and 
sometimes snow descend. Once when I was conversing with a yatra guide from 
Varanasi as we walked back down to Gaurikund, he confessed that he had not 
bathed before entering the temple because it was so cold that he simply could not 
make himself do it. He was comforted by the well-known local idea of the “wind 
bath” (Hindi: hawa snan). This phrase refers to the idea that the meteorological 
environment purifies those who enter Kedarnath in a way that that makes actual 
bathing optional. I heard locals refer to this idea many times. It was an implicit 
acknowledgment of the difficulties inherent in a high place where the balance of 
wind, sun, and precipitation was always changing. As with the previous examples, 
this idea shows how the natural environment exercises a religious power in its own 
right that is both connected to what is present in the temple (one should be pure 
to enter the temple) and different from it (the purificatory power arises from the 
weather and not, in a direct sense, from the presence of Shiva). Since 2013 there 
has of course been another layer to all of this: the overshadowing memories of 2013 
triggered by bad weather. 


TENSION 


The excitement of the high season in 2007 and 2008 had many different valences. 
On the one hand, it functioned as a religious spectacle that celebrated, as 
Shukla-Ji described in the Introduction, the shakti of the god and the place, and 
the traditional and at the same time modern power of yatra. On the other hand, 
the number of people in the place and the amount of money circulation created 
stressful situations. On May 27, 2007 there was a confrontation between a sadhu 
(Hindi: renunciant, ascetic) who had been living in the Kedarnath valley for 
decades and a group of sadhus who he felt were not behaving with proper restraint 
(Hindi: maryad). It escalated into a physical confrontation that settled down only 
after the police became involved. The angry sadhu said that some of the resident 
sadhus were bothering pious yatris who were coming to Kedarnath for darshan 
and perhaps even stealing from them. These false renunciants, he said, were hoard- 
ing their donations for their own use. Instead, he felt, they should be using those 
funds to give yatris chai to drink and food to eat, and to buy fuel for fires to warm 
the cold, shivering yatris who found themselves unprepared for the high mountain 
weather. He said that these false renunciants were making the temple dirty. Yatris 
were dying from cold, he said, and these sadhus didn't care. 

In June a well-known politician visited Kedarnath. As is often the case when 
such figures visit, he was received by representatives ofthe Kedarnath Tirth Purohit 
Association. On his way to the temple the politician was asked to lend his support 
to the extension of the motor road up to Kedarnath. He said that Kedarnath was a 
holy place and shouldn't be turned into Switzerland. He pointed to how Gangotri 
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(the second of the Four Dhams, near the source of the Ganges River) had become а 
honeymoon spot, and he referenced a time when his audiences forefathers had had 
to work in an environment where visitors came up from Rishikesh on foot. After 
darshan and puja in the temple the conversation continued. The politician said 
that the government was looking into the impact the number of visitors was having 
on the rate of glacial melt and that government experts were now considering 
what sort of development (Hindi: vikas) should happen so that more harm did not 
come to the environment. 

On that day the line was very long, and even though it was well into the 
afternoon the temple had not yet closed for bhog. There was an uncomfortable 
amount of tension and confrontation in the temple courtyard between firth 
purohits and the Samiti surrounding the question of who, under what conditions, 
could facilitate access to the inner sanctum of the temple by allowing people 
to enter through the side door of the temple and not wait in the queue. Tirth 
purohits wanted to be able to take their important patrons through the side door. 
I remember that what struck me about this scene was not the confrontations 
themselves. After all, there are many contexts when matters having to do with 
long lines and short tempers become confrontational. What I found notable was 
that, in the half circle of onlookers that surrounded the small nodes of tension 
there were many pairs of men holding hands as friends do, and each pair consisted 
of one tirth purohit and one employee of the Samiti. To me, it was an affirmation 
of the solidarity of local identity (in both groups almost everyone hailed from the 
Kedarnath valley) against bigger and in many ways translocal pressures of the high 
season that were pitting them against each other with so much force. The pressures 
of the business of yatra were changing Kedarnath, and tension-filled moments like 
this were becoming more common. 


LABOR 


Kedarnath in 2007 and 2008 was a place that highlighted the ability of pilgrimage 
tourism to radically change the economic, cultural, and environmental landscape. 
In addition to the pilgrimage priests and Samiti employers there were all the people 
who worked in shops and lodges. A community of cleaners came on contract from 
Uttar Pradesh each year and lived in Kedarnath. There were employees of the 
Garhwal Regional Development Authority (Hindi: Garhwal Mandal Vikas Nigam 
or GMVN) and doctors and nurses who worked in the private clinic and the small 
public hospital. There were the employees ofthe helicopter companies. There were 
the dozens of small chai shops and thousands of rooms for rent between Guptkashi 
and Kedarnath. There were the employees of the Public Works Department who 
maintained the road. If one extended the unit of analysis to include the entire 
Uttarakhand Char Dham and the Sikh pilgrimage destination of Hemkund Sahib, 
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then the economic zone affected by Char Dham Yatra tourism would also have to 
include the entire national highway and rail network between Delhi and Haridwar 
traveled by most of those on their way to Uttarakhand. The entirety of this built 
and economic environment rested on the shoulders of those involved with 
transportation and construction. With the exception of locally grown fruit, 
vegetables, rice, dal, and wool products, almost everything had to come up into the 
mountains by truck to somewhere between Guptkashi and Gaurikund. Thence, 
depending on its final destination, it was carried the rest of the way by men, 
ponies, and mules from typically either Sonprayag or Gaurikund. The only 
exceptions to this rule were materials that arrived by cargo helicopter, a rare 
occurrence that became increasingly common after 2014 with the construction 
of a new helipad behind Kedarnath that was able take the weight of the cargo 
helicopters. The inadequacy of the old one was greatly apparent during the 
rescue and relief operations of 2013, when the waterlogged ground could not take 
helicopters’ weight. 

A staggering amount of labor was involved with the delivery of materials to 
Kedarnath. Often visitors would be aghast at the high prices charged for consumable 
goods in Kedarnath. While there was a certain degree of price inflation that had to 
do with a fairly ideal sellers market, much of the inflation was based on how much 
it cost to get the goods to Kedarnath in the first place. Men, mules, and ponies were 
also many yatris means of journeying from Gaurikund to Kedarnath. Small adults 
and children would often be carried on the back of a single porter, and teams of 
four men would often carry yatris in a chair slung between two poles that in form 
greatly resembled the dolis of the devtas. Many of the porters were Nepalis who 
annually came to Uttarakhand to work during the pilgrimage season. Most of the 
horse and pony drivers were Kedarnath valley locals. Porters traveling back and 
forth from Gaurikund to Kedarnath would often make several trips a day, a level 
of physical exertion that I found difficult to comprehend. 

There was also, always, a great deal of construction going all along the motor 
road in the Kedarnath valley and in Kedarnath as well. The years 2007 and 2008 
were a boom time for construction. People were building new rooms and lodges, 
renovating existing buildings, and adding amenities that would be attractive to 
middle-class yatris. Friends of mine were deciding against moving down to a city 
like Dehra Dun and looking for work and instead borrowing money to build a 
lodge with attached restaurant in a good spot along the Guptkashi-Gaurikund 
road. 


LIVELIHOOD 


Kedarnath had become a place for big business by 2007. This was an important 
aspect of the feel of the place—the constraint and tension produced by economic 
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forces. The following is a close, remembered paraphrase of what a local Kedarnath 
valley man told me when we were sitting conversing and having chai together in 
Kedarnath: 


Whoever lives in Kedarnath, his first thought is for his livelihood. First livelihood, 
then Kedarnath. When I was little I used to see [the renunciant] Phalahari Baba, and 
since then I’ve never seen any other saint like him. His burial place [Hindi: samadhi] 
is on the way to the Bhukund Bhairavnath path. He used to live here twelve months 
out of the year. His sitting place was next to a shop across from the temple, and 
I along with two or three other boys would go and steal ten-rupee notes from 
underneath his knees. We used to do this three or four times a day, always in front of 
others who were sitting with him. Seeing us, they would start to scold because they 
knew we were coming to steal. Baba used to smile and scold the scolders, saying, 
“Why are you scolding them and preventing them? What have they done to you? 
Let them come.” 

Nowadays whoever is living here, everyone's first priority is money and then 
Kedarnath. No one can say that I am here for Kedarnath. If anyone says this, they 
are out-and-out lying. There was once a shepherd who used to live near Vasuki Tal, 
originally from Himachal. So once I went to Vasuki Tal and drank chai in his hut and 
he gave me two roti to eat. I became friends with him. And whenever he came down 
he would always come visit me in Kedarnath at least once for chai and conversation. 
One day he told me, “I saw an actual [Hindi: sakshat] Kedarnath temple near Vasuki 
Tal. Puja was happening there exactly in the way that it happens here in Kedarnath” 
He told me but I didn’t believe him. But he was totally certain, with full belief [Hindi: 
vishvas], that he had seen what he had seen. But one second later nothing was to be 
seen—it was just a glimpse. So I said, “You have had a vision of Future Kedar [Hindi: 
Bhavishya Kedar]. In the Kedarakhanda it is written that here there is somewhere a 
Future Kedar, just as there is a future Badrinath [Hindi: Bhavishya Badri]? When 
I was once near Vasuki Tal I was in my own devotion singing a bhajan with a soft 
voice and then with increasing volume. Then a devta came upon a woman who was 
sitting near there. She started screaming loudly. I saw this, so I thought I should stop 
singing that, so I stopped. 

For yatris this place is heaven, but for us it is a place to earn a living. Also sadhus 
are coming here for money. If I did not need money, I would come to Kedarnath for a 
week or so and then leave. It is of course true that there is a great deal of faith [Hindi: 
shraddha] in Kedarnath because everyone depends on Kedarnath for earning, but 
where there is livelihood there cannot be [religious] feeling [Hindi: bhav]. When I 
am thinking about earning it is impossible to relate to Shiva appropriately. While it 
is true that during Shravan I will go pour water on the linga, I basically do this only 
because I am there already. I greatly esteem Kedar [Hindi: Kedar ko bahut manta 
hun], but most of the time when I am here I am thinking about yatris and not my 
own bhav. 


This local man agreed with my perception that all of the development had 
happened in the last ten to twenty years and especially in the last five or six, but 
he did not see the development as being connected to the creation of the state. 
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He said he had formerly wandered a lot but now could not go up very far from 
Kedarnath itself. There was something special in Kedarnath, and whenever one left 
Kedarnath even to go as far as Garud Chatti this peace (Hindi: shanti) was lost. 


TREKKERS 


One of the most important ways in which Kedarnath, and indeed the entire 
landscape of pilgrimage tourism in Uttarakhand in recent decades, had been 
changing was that it was seeing a marked increase in the number of trekkers and 
visitors whose primary goal was to walk in the mountains and to raft the rivers. 
In Kedarnath such visitors were sometimes interested in a half-day jaunt up to 
Gandhi Sarovar and sometimes were experienced mountaineers keen to walk on 
a glacier. Most of them used to come up the path from Gaurikund with every- 
one else. However, on June 14, 2007, three Bengali men and six porters arrived in 
Kedarnath by foot from the north, along with one renunciant. They had walked 
over the mountains from Rhansi in the Madmaheshwar valley, two valleys to 
the east. They said that it had taken them nine days and that they had walked 
on a glacier for three or four kilometers of the trip and had narrowly escaped 
death several times. At one point, just after having performed a puja at a local 
goddess shrine, they heard the sound of a breaking glacier on the other side of the 
mountain from where they were. Camping by tent, they said that they had come 
to Kedarnath via the Great Path. On another occasion, a group entered Kedarnath 
from the north and reported that they were returning from a month-long 
journey to Kailash Mansarovar. Numerous sightseers would make the short trek up 
to Gandhi Sarovar or go walking in the side-valleys behind Bhukund Bhairavnath. 
The occasional parade of groups of trekkers into Kedarnath was part of the mela— 
the difference was that in some cases they explicitly were not in Kedarnath out of 
bhakti or out of desire to take darshan. 


GARHWALI SUPERNATURAL BEINGS 


What non-Garhwalis might see in a relatively high Himalayan landscape differs 
radically from how such locales are imagined in traditional Garhwali worldviews. 
The end-valley of Kedarnath is significant in Garhwali religious worldviews for 
more than the journey of the Pandavas and the presence of Shiva, Devi, and 
Bhairavnath, as I found out during a monsoon-season chat in Kedarnath. On July 
22, 2007, in the month of Ashadh, when Kedarnath was almost at its emptiest and 
there were many rainy days of chai shop conversation, Bhupendra and I found 
ourselves in a conversation with the elderly mother of a Kedarnath tirth purohit 
friend and two of her female friends at his dharamshala. She had been in Kedarnath 
for a month and planned to stay until the end of Kartik. 


FIGURE 12. A Brahma lotus. 
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During the conversation I asked her if Kedarnath and Madmaheshwar were 
equally important, and she said, as a way of answering, that if women from the 
Madmaheshwar valley did not sing payari geet, a Garhwali genre of auspicious 
(Hindi/Garhwali: mangal) songs that greet the deity when it travels to the village, 
then the god cursed them but that she (as someone from the Kedarnath side) 
usually sang Garhwali bhajans about Shiva. She knew payari geet for Madma- 
heshwar but did not want to sing them because we were not in Madmaheshwar's 
territory.” Garhwali deities are notoriously territorial. She also said that if she 
sang them in Kedarnath the acheri would come for her. Acheri is a Garhwali 
term for a class of forest-mountain spirits. In the high places and wooded river 
banks of Garhwal there is often the possibility that someone will attract the 
attention of such spirits. For example, the life story of one of the folk heroes of 
Garhwali literature, Jeetu Bagadval, ends with his being kidnapped by acheris be- 
cause his lovely flute playing attracted their attention. In the Kedarnath valley it is 
customary to keep quiet and not wear bright colors when traveling at high altitude 
for this very reason. She said that once she had gone with a group of women 
above the Bhairavnath shrine to gather Brahma lotuses (Hindi: brahmakamal). 
Brahma lotuses grow only above about 4,200 meters and are offered, either fresh 
or dried, in the Kedarnath temple. When you pick them you must go barefoot, 
after having bathed and without having eaten. It is a special form of place-specific 
prasad (Pinkney 2013b). Pilgrimage priests both give the lotuses to their patrons 
and sell them to others. Everyone was keeping quiet lest they be kidnapped by 
acheri. Then near a river someone called her name a little loudly and she became 
sleepy and started to feel strange; she thought that perhaps she was about to be 
kidnapped. But they came back down near Bhairavnath and called on him for 
protection and she was fine again. 


NATURE AND SHAKTI IN KEDARNATH 


Sometimes, in conversation with both Kedarnath residents and visitors, I would 
hear a clear distinction made between the places natural beauty (Hindi: prakritik 
saundarya) and the power transmitted into the place by Shivas presence. More 
common, however, was a complicated explanation that involved the overlap of 
these two modalities of place-engagement. Here is an example of what I mean. 
During the monsoon season the numbers of visitors from the North Indian 
plains declined markedly and the hectic rhythms of the high season slowed. It 
became easier to have longer conversations. I had one such conversation with an 
older man from Bangalore who made his living selling flowers for use in puja. 
I met him around the time of the Samiti-sponsored recitation of the Shiva Purana 
on August 22, 2007, just before the Bhatuj festival. I spoke with him in the presence 
of the tirth purohit owner of the dharamshala. Over the years the two had become 
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good friends. The Bangalore yatri said that he had traveled all over India and 
Nepal and had been coming to Kedarnath since 1983, when it had featured 
minimal vikas (Hindi: development) and very few people. According to him, most 
of the changes had happened in the last seven or eight years. Every day when he 
visited Kedarnath he would walk out behind the temple to the river banks behind 
Kedarnath village to sit, perform meditation (Hindi: dhyan karna), and occasionally 
sing devotional songs (Hindi: bhajan) to nature and/or deities, a conflation that he 
himself made. He had started staying іп Kedarnath because һе felt a special айгас- 
tion and because he felt peace (Hindi: shanti). He gave an amazing definition of 
shanti, explaining that there are two things in Kedarnath—a “magnet power” that 
attracted people and natural beauty. When the thread (Hindi: tar) of those two 
things became one with the tar that is inside a person, then the feeling of shanti 
was produced. 

Not everyone experienced this kind of powerful conflation of divine power and 
natural environment. Some people attested to the opposite. On August 25, 2007, 
I spoke with a Virashaiva renunciant who had been staying in Kedarnath for some 
time. He did not find stories about the Pandavas or the practice of ghee malish to 
be particularly important. He felt positively affected by the natural beauty of the 
place and said that, as in Rameshvaram (which looks out onto the Indian Ocean 
on the other end of the subcontinent in the south), he felt as if he were on the edge 
of heaven. He emphasized that for him the actual Kedarnath linga was not the 
center of his religious attention because like all Virashaivas he believed that Shiva 
was actually formless and lingas were simply meditative aids. He directed most of 
his devotion (Hindi: bhakti) toward the small linga that he wore around his neck 
(called ishtalinga by Virashaivas) and had been given by his guru. He performed 
puja of this linga daily, and when he performed puja and meditated it shone for 
him as he held it in his hand. Kedarnath was of special importance for Virashaivas, 
he said, because the first guru of the Virashaivas, Ekoramaradhya, first manifested 
into the world by emerging out of the Kedarnath linga. Another renunciant who 
spent the entire season in Kedarnath, performing at least 150,000 recitations of the 
Om Nama Shivaya mantra per day, expressed a similar sentiment to me. He said 
that he entered the temple more than most sadhus but that even he did not feel a 
strong necessity to go inside because he was already living in the center of Shiva- 
terrain (Hindi: Shiv-bhumi). 

I happened on another hyperarticulate explanation of the distinct power and 
character of Kedarnath in late September when I met with a group on a visit to 
Kedarnath with their guru. The guru had come with his followers for a five-day 
stay. His followers consisted of singles, couples, and families from both India and 
America who ranged in age from approximately the midtwenties to the midsixties. 
They picked several different spots (near the helipad, by Bhairavnath, Shankara- 
charya Samadhi, Phalahari Baba Samadhi) for morning-long sessions of bhajan 
singing, teaching sermons (Hindi: pravacan), and question-and-answer periods. 
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I visited two of these sessions. Most of the group were dressed in trekking gear. 
During the first session I saw an example of what I would term guru bhakti, or 
bhakti directed toward the guru. An elderly man sitting near the guru stretched 
out his arms and, with slants and twists of his torso and movements of his hands, 
began to tilt into a horizontal position that gradually brought him closer and 
closer to the guru. Eventually he clung to his guru, shaking, sometimes resting 
with his head in his lap in great contentment and sometimes hugging him with 
desperate force. At one point it looked to me as if his joy was so total that he lost 
bodily control. The guru remained calm throughout, and it appeared to be for him, 
as for most of the group, a fairly normal occurrence. 

The second session I had with the group was behind the Bhukund Bhairavnath 
shrine. When I arrived around ten in the morning a pravacan was in full swing, 
mostly in English. The guru was telling the story of Daksha and Sati with an 
eye toward the moral that one should always respect the saints and deities of all 
religions and that if you do not then bad things happen. He described some of 
the other holy places in the Kedarnath area and the special powers and vibrations 
associated with them. He dwelt on the importance of Mount Kailasa and narrated 
at length his own spiritual journey, emphasizing that it had been accomplished 
through bhakti and bhajans and not through yoga and meditation. He was quite 
clear that those techniques were not his path and that instead it had been through 
bhakti that Shiva had at times awakened all seven of his chakras in an instant. He 
described various visions and levels of experience such as the contemplation of a 
thousand-petaled lotus of light in which each petal is a different color shaped as a 
triangle, at the center of which would be the deity of one’s choice. 

He spoke of the necessity to spend as much time and effort striving for God 
as one does striving for anything else, and said one must be ready to stand before 
God and answer the question “What have you done for me lately?” Toward the 
end of his talk he began to answer questions, and the question of language arose. 
He said that Hindi was the best language for talking about religion, especially the 
pure Hindi that was descended from Sanskrit, though if he spoke that way no 
one would understand. He said that Punjabi was not very good in this regard but 
better than English. He gave the example of the word joy. In English what does joy 
mean? Nothing. But anand (Hindi: joy, bliss)—that word has a range of important 
meanings (such as, for example, the idea that reality as a whole is fundamentally 
made of joy). He then began to sing devotional songs, beginning with an Urdu 
ghazal that I did not understand, then shifting to Om Namah Shivaya, and finally 
to Raghupati Raghav, a popular bhajan associated with Mahatma Gandhi that is 
often popular for its ecumenical message. He then closed his eyes for over ten 
minutes, during which time tears began to flow from his eyes. Some of his followers 
followed his example and remained steadfast in their own practice, while others 
started to put on warmer clothing because fog had started to come up the valley 
and the temperature was dropping. 
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When he came out of his trance and began to walk back down into the village 
I introduced myself in Hindi. He smiled and patted my shoulder and said he had 
already heard of me and what did I want to ask him. My question was interrupted 
by a renunciant who with choked-up voice and propitiatory tone began a tragic 
story involving a girl, marriage, and money. The guru responded sternly, saying, 
“My giving you money will not help you.” Then he said, “I am Shiva, I am a 
destroyer and I have come to destroy. Iam not Vishnu, I do not take care of people 
[Ніпаі: mai phalan nahin karta]? The sadhu become even more emotional, calling 
the guru Lord (Hindi: Prabhu) and saying that he could not hide anything from 
him. Several devotees exchanged knowing smiles. Then I asked the guru what 
he felt was special (Hindi: vishesh) about Kedarnath and how he understood the 
connection between the land and the god. He replied that God and shakti are 
available everywhere but the difference is that in Kedarnath (as in three other 
places: Dwarka, Rameshvaram, and Vishvanath in Varanasi) the shakti is awake 
(Hindi: jagrut). In Kedarnath looking for shakti is like digging for water in a place 
where water runs close to the surface. I asked him what he felt about the ritual 
of puja. He said that rituals such as puja are not intrinsically important; it is the 
feeling (Hindi: bhav) that is important. This conversation lasted from the shrine of 
Bhairavnath until we entered the bazaar. His devotees were crowding around him 
and one was kissing his shoulder. As we arrived at one of the restaurants in the 
market it was clear that our time was over. 


FORESHOCKS 


Looking back on the 2007 season in the aftermath of the 2013 floods, I feel as 
if there were a series of premonitions, or, to apply a geological term to a set of 
socio-ecological phenomena, foreshocks that (in retrospect) were leading up to 
the floods of 2013. I have already sketched something of the social, economic, and 
ritual tensions generated by the high season. The end of the season saw additional 
anxieties. Near that time an official from the state forest department arrived in 
Kedarnath and began to loudly proclaim that Brahma lotuses were being overhar- 
vested. As the official strode through the bazaar, Kedarnath locals began to quietly 
pull out their phones. It was revealed that he was not there in any official capacity. 
He was trying to line his pockets while he was still able to say that he worked for 
the state. His aims unveiled, he hurried out of Kedarnath. At the time I was, per- 
haps naively, a bit confused. No one seemed concerned at all that perhaps people 
were in fact picking too many Brahma lotuses. Later that day, sitting in his shop, 
a Kedarnath pilgrimage priest told me that no one was willing to discuss such 
things in public because privately everyone was worried that the Mandakini would 
dry up and the place would become uninhabitable. Such concerns were publicly 
unvoiceable. 
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On October 31, just before the end of the season, one of the long-term resident 
sadhus in Kedarnath who also spent part of the off-season in and around Ukhimath 
came into the market and started going on loudly about how a ghost was bothering 
him: that of a local youth who had died in a freak accident while assisting passen- 
gers in getting out of the helicopter earlier in the season. He said that the youth 
“keeps coming to my tent and trying to talk to me, but he speaks in Garhwali and 
I can't understand him because I'm not Garhwali. I'm leaving early this year? This 
sadhu, who had been coming to Kedarnath for years, said that he normally stayed 
until the last day of the season in order to, among other reasons, receive gifts from 
wealthy yatris (he referred to them as yajmans, patrons) who came annually for 
the closing puja and ceremonies. 

This ghost incident was apparently part of a larger set of occurrences in which 
the dead youth had been recently pestering people. One man told me that he 
was often touched, jabbed, and poked at night by ghosts, though another said he 
walked at night where he wished and did not fear ghosts in the slightest. As it got 
colder and the season began to wind down, many locals quietly went home a bit 
earlier than they had in previous years; the presence of the dead youth was one of 
the reasons cited by those commenting on the early departure of others. As the 
last resident in the pilgrim rest house where I was staying, I was repeatedly asked 
whether I was frightened to stay there alone at night. Eventually I did become 
frightened one night. Other locals told me that they had not seen any ghosts in 
Kedarnath and felt no fear at all when walking around alone at night or in their 
rooms. 

This occurrence activated a set of memories and tales regarding the Kedarnath 
of previous decades. Many pilgrimage priests and other locals could recall a time, 
beginning several decades earlier, when the village of Kedarnath had had far fewer 
buildings, lodges, electricity, and lights, when latrines had all been outside the 
boundaries of the village, and when residents had been afraid to venture beyond 
the lit boundaries of the village for fear of ghosts (Hindi: bhut) and other super- 
natural beings such as acheri. Even rumors of the appearance of this dead youth 
made this older Kedarnath seem less in the past, more in the present. It occasioned 
an active nostalgia of sorts. Yet at the same time it was the modernized, present- 
day face of Kedarnath in the form of helicopter blades that had created the situa- 
tion in the first place. The death had not been the result of a flood, a landslide, an 
earthquake, a bus accident, a fall due to drunkenness, or a lack of timely medical 
expertise—these were all known possibilities. It was something new, a deadly sign 
of how the region was changing. 

In Garhwal the deceased usually become present and able to communicate 
through possession, but this was not a standard case. D. R. Purohit, noted scholar 
of Garhwali folk-life and religion, confirmed my assessment that this case was, in 
Garhwali eyes, nonstandard. He informed me that normally, in such cases, the 
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dead youth would have first signaled his presence by causing someone to weep 
violently. This would then have required that the ghost be caused to dance (Hindi: 
bhut nacana). Through this procedure, presided over by a ghadyalya (a particular 
type of Garhwali ritual specialist) and conducted in the home, the young man 
would have possessed some individual from his own home (not from Kedarnath, 
but from his own house) and spoken through him or her. The ghost would then 
have lamented his own fate and the fate of his dependents (if any) and relatives 
and would have stated his unfulfilled wishes. This procedure would have been 
performed every third or fourth year until the dead person was appeased, at which 
point an image of the ghost would be made and immersed in the marshes and 
water tanks of Kedarnath.”° 

Thus the way that the dead youth made his presence known was not the way in 
which he might have been expected to make his presence known. He spoke with- 
out being invited to speak. And he appeared in a place unequipped, in a Garhwali 
sense, to respond to his attempts at communication. In retrospect, this whole 
occurrence seemed like a premonition of how the pull of Kedarnath was 
transforming the Kedarnath valley. 


ECO-SOCIAL ENTANGLEMENTS 


Looking across these vignettes, one can see a diverse set of vectors—human, 
nonhuman, material, nonmaterial, organic, inorganic, animate, inanimate, 
cultural, ecological, divine, devotional, human, economic, natural—that are, 
recalling Edward Casey’s notion of place as that which gathers, pulled together in 
a set of complex entanglements of increasing intensity. No one factor of human 
engagement with and experience of the place can be wholly disentangled from 
others, just as the changing place cannot be disentangled from the human activi- 
ties involved in the always-emergent changes. In these vignettes, what is inside the 
temple cannot be wholly separated from, or wholly conflated with, what is outside 
the temple. In these scenes the effect of the weather overlaps with the effect of 
economic constraint, both of which add to the shakti of the place/shakti of Shiva 
in the place, a shakti engaged and imaged through puja, darshan, meditation, 
singing, bathing, and wandering. This was the Kedarnath I saw in 2007, 2008, and 
2011. 


When the Floods Came 


Water, rock, and mud descended on Kedarnath twice, first in the evening of June 
16, 2013, and then in the morning around seven on June 17, 2013. Those hours are 
in fundamental ways beyond discursive reach. But we can try to gather fragments, 
as have dozens of video documentaries, hundreds of journalist accounts, and 
thousands of Facebook posts. In a fragmentary way, it is possible to say that 
Kedarnath remained, during and after the flooding, a place that resisted human 
control and a place marked by a relatively high level of shared experience across 
diverse social, economic, and cultural subjectivities. It remained a zone of transi- 
tion to the beyond-human, a vanishing point relative to human frameworks of 
understanding and control. It remained a place characterized by the enmeshing 
of the divine and the natural. The floods came as a surprise and a rupture, but 
also, given their Himalayan location, they were not a surprise and they were not 
a rupture. 

I embark on the description of this event with the concept of “border situation" 
in mind as it is discussed by anthropologist Michael Jackson in his work The Palm 
at the End of the Mind. Jackson (2009, xii), as part of a broader engagement with 
the question of the putative cultural universality of something called “religious 
experience,’ found himself focusing on “critical situations in life where we come 
up against the limits of language, the limits of our strength, the limits of our 
knowledge, yet are sometimes thrown open to new ways of understanding our 
being-in-the-world, news ways of connecting with others? He was drawn to the 
term situation and its use in compounds like limit situation (from Karl Jaspers) 
and frontier situation (from 'Theodor Adorno) because the concept of situation is 
an “existential” concept that engages experiences of being-in-the-world in a way 
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that does not reduce those experiences to either “political economy” or “religious 
belief or doctrine” (Jackson 2009, xii). Iam not focused in this work on arguing 
for or against the specialness of religious experience. However, being in Kedarnath 
in the best of times has constituted, I think, the beginnings of a border situation 
for many in which a combination of multiple elements (some of which are under- 
stood to be “divine”) of the situation exert ontological weight. And this, awfully, 
would have been even more the case during the floods. In this chapter, I treat the 
first days and weeks of the disaster (Hindi: apda) as a sort of border situation. My 
primary goal in this chapter is not to critically assess the relief and rescue measures 
undertaken by the state government, the national government, and other groups, 
though a critique is absolutely warranted. Nor is it to offer, as Michelle Gamburd 
(2012, 2) does regarding the impact of the 2004 tsunami in Sri Lanka, the first stage 
of an argument about the “social consequences of natural hazards and the cultural 
processes at work in humanitarian relief efforts” and to analyze closely the nature 
of relief efforts and funding in the aftermath of the tsunami. My primary goal is to 
attend to the feeling of the situation. 

Among scholars of disaster, it is conventional wisdom to note that, while 
disasters are often experienced and pictured as catastrophic and surprising events 
of short temporal duration, close analysis often reveals that the conditions that 
came together to produce the experience of what is often called a “natural disaster” 
sprang from a deeper and broader set of causes such as (often willful) human 
ignorance or selfish, unjust myopia about safe, long-term strategies of residence 
and anthropogenic landscape change in a specific location, and that consequently 
the disaster might be better termed an unnatural disaster, or a disaster with an 
“unnatural history” (Steinberg 2000). Such events are properly understood in the 
“longue durée." Anthony Oliver-Smith (1999а, 75), for example, in his analysis ofa 
terribly destructive earthquake in Peru, wrote that “the destruction and misery in 
Peru in 1970 and after were as much a product of that nation’s historic underdevel- 
opment as they were of the earthquake” and that this underdevelopment was tied 
to Peru's colonial past. The human vulnerability that is on terrible display during 
these events is, in many ways, a vulnerability that has arisen out of a specific set of 
longer-term eco-social conditions. But this way of understanding disasters does 
not mean that we should not attend to the events themselves and how they were 
experienced at the time. Therefore, in this chapter (complemented by the longer- 
term analysis offered in the next chapter) my goal is to attempt (and of course nec- 
essarily fail) to give a sense, from a distance, of how the places of Kedarnath and 
the Kedarnath valley may have “felt” at this time and to contextualize what they 
felt like at this time relative to the broader life of the place in a way that captures 
something that people who survived would recognize. I was not in Kedarnath in 
June of 2013, though had travel plans turned out differently I might have been. 
I therefore drew on media accounts, phone and e-mail conversations, eyewitness 
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accounts on Facebook, and government reports in assembling what follows. In the 
next chapter the analytic view again widens. 

Imagine that you were a visitor to Kedarnath. You were at approximately 3,500 
meters in the Himalaya and a cold rain had been falling continuously for days. 
You had just completed a demanding journey. You probably had come in a small 
bus or car from somewhere between Rudraprayag or Guptkashi the day before, 
passing most of the day (or night) on a narrow mountain road with a great deal 
of traffic. The day before that, you had come south from Rishikesh or Srinagar 
or east from near Uttarkashi. The road had taken you only as far as Gaurikund. 
The mostly paved path from Gaurikund had been muddy and slippery, the rain 
partially masking the smell of horse and pony urine. If you rode, as the majority 
of visitors had begun to do in recent years, then your thighs hurt and there were 
many moments of anxiety that the creature would fall into the ravine and thence 
into the Mandakini River. Many people could not mount or dismount from the 
horse without assistance. If you were a woman this might have meant that you 
needed to accept the somewhat intimate help of a strange man. If you came on 
foot then you were mentally tired from avoiding being pushed over by ponies or 
visitors being carried in palanquins. You would have ascended over 1,500 meters 
in the last day or two. You might feel sleepy or dizzy or struck with headache. You 
might be so overcome at finding yourself in Kedarnath and so focused on reaching 
the temple that you were unaware of any of the environmental factors described in 
this paragraph. If you flew over all of this and arrived by helicopter it meant that 
you did not know when you would be able to leave—it was raining so hard that 
helicopter service had been stopped. 

You found yourself amid a press of people because it was the high season. 
Approximately ten thousand visitors and hundreds of temporary residents were 
together in an area of approximately two American city blocks square. Many 
rooms were going for over one thousand rupees per night, and it was difficult 
to find a place to stay without prearrangement. You were surrounded by families 
with schoolchildren on vacation. If you were in Kedarnath or the upper Kedarnath 
valley and you were not a visitor, then this time would have been busy, challenging, 
and draining. For residents of the Kedarnath valley and other Uttarakhandis who 
made their living from the pilgrimage tourism industry, as well as porters (often 
from Nepal or Uttar Pradesh) and sweepers (from Uttar Pradesh) who came to the 
Kedarnath corridor solely for employment, this month and a half provided most 
of the income for the year. That meant that people had been constantly on the go 
for over a month in a high-altitude, high-stress environment with a great deal of 
money at stake. 

Social tension was part of the weather in Kedarnath in mid-June of 2013. The 
porters were on strike, protesting the growing amount of helicopter service to 
Kedarnath and the special privileges accorded its passengers. In mid-June of 2013 
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this meant that many visitors to Kedarnath found their existing plans suddenly 
interrupted by the unavailability of horses and ponies. If you were only just 
arriving in Kedarnath at some point in the morning then quite possibly the line 
would have been too long for you to take darshan in the inner sanctum on that 
day. So Kedarnath was exceptionally full: of people, of shakti, of rain, of tension. 
Many local youths were also visiting Kedarnath either for pleasure or for short- 
term work because they had just finished their semester at intercollege. 


THE FLOOD EVENTS 


It had been raining very heavily since the day before. The monsoon came to 
the area several days early. Monsoon rains crossed Uttar Pradesh and were in the 
mountains in a single day. Monsoon weather coming from the Arabian Sea in 
the west and the Bay of Bengal in the east suddenly bracketed Uttarakhand. In a 
very short period of time, Kedarnath arguably received “more than half the rainfall 
Delhi receives in an entire year” (Mihir and Irani 2013). Behind Kedarnath by this 
time the rains had already caused a great deal of river gulley erosion. Accumulated 
sediment was making it difficult for the extra water to flow naturally, and instead 
it was building up (Dobhal et al. 2013, 173-74). 

It is necessary to understand how Kedarnath is situated geologically. It is located 
on the “outwash plain” of several glaciers that lie to the immediate north of the site 
(Dobhal et al. 2013, 173) and rests on somewhat unstable layers of rock, dirt, and 
mud left over from previous glacial movements. The Mandakini and Saraswati 
Rivers flow down through glacial moraine after emerging from the glaciers. The 
main course of the Mandakini flows to the west of Kedarnath. The main course of 
the Saraswati used to flow to the east of Kedarnath but in recent years had been 
diverted by barricades and was now flowing southwest into the Mandakini, join- 
ing it just above and behind Kedarnath. That meant that directly behind and rising 
above Kedarnath at steep pitch were small mountains of ice and rock out of which 
two rivers were flowing. Each of these rivers had a small network of smaller gullies 
that would not fill with water unless the river was in spate. This entire area had 
been filling up with water all day because of the massive rainfall. 

As the situation unfolded, it quickly became apparent that Kedarnath, and 
Uttarakhand more generally, were undergoing extreme flooding. I will use part 
of an account written by Pyoosh Rautela (2013, 45), director of Uttarakhand’s 
Disaster Mitigation and Management Centre, to structure the discussion of the 
flooding and its immediate aftermath: 


Most evidences on ground having been obliterated by flood it is important to look 
for circumstantial evidences in the narration of the survivors of the deluge so as 
to reconstruct the sequence of events. As narrated by the survivors of the disaster; 
i) there were incessant rains in the area between 14 and 17 June, 2013, ii) rainfall 
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on 16 and 17 June, 2013 was particularly heavy, iii) tragedy struck Kedarnath on 
the night of 16 June, 2013 and in the morning hours of 17 June, 2013, iv) hitherto 
abandoned eastern channel of Mandakini at Kedarnath became active in the evening 
hours of 16 June, 2013, v) flooding in Kedarnath was not that devastating on 
16 June, 2013 though it washed off the pedestrian bridges over Mandakini connecting 
Kedarnath to Rambara and turning Kedarnath into an Island, vi) on 16 June, 2013 
flood waters washed off Sanatan Dharm Sabha guest house, Shankaracharya Samadhi 
and a few other structures in the vicinity of the temple together with a few persons, 
vii) floodwaters of Mandakini did not affect the Kedarnath temple premises on 
16 June, 2013, viii) after the flood event, despite heavy rains, most persons in 
Kedarnath assembled in the temple premises and engaged in prayers. 


At around 5:15 p.m. things started to come to a head (Dobhal et al. 2013, 173). The 
volume of rain and glacial runoff caused these existing gullies to erode. Debris 
from the gulley sides, combined with the presence of the barricade, meant that 
much of this water began to pool above Kedarnath rather than flow down the 
valley. When this pool built to a sufficient volume it surged to Kedarnath and 
“simultaneously picked [up a] huge amount of loose sediment en route” (Dobhal 
et al. 2013, 174). This surge of water and debris washed away the structures in the 
northwestern part of Kedarnath and, much of its force undiminished, continued 
downstream. Different eyewitness accounts place this surge within a two-hour 
window, but most agree that it happened while shringar arati was occurring. The 
temple became a gathering place for much of the night. Many people stayed there 
until early morning for safety, comfort, and prayer. A renunciant who survived the 
floods told me that he spent that night in his customary location just to the east 
of the temple listening to the screams and cries of those in the temple, a memory 
that (combined with the trauma of surviving the two flood events) drove him out 
of his mind for months. There were now two rivers flowing in spate, one on either 
side of Kedarnath. And the bridge across the Mandakini connecting Kedarnath 
to the path down to Gaurikund was gone. This surge of mud and water continued 
downstream and erased the village of Rambara. 

I came across a literary description of this time in Rambara in a book entitled 
Apda Ka Kafan (Disaster’s Shroud; Pandey 2014, 4-5). The title of the section was 
“Ттаһі Mam" This phrase is part of the mantra, discussed in chapter 4, that is 
recited along with the ghee massage in the inner sanctum of the Kedarnath temple: 


Iam a wicked person [Sanskrit: papa], I am one whose actions generate wickedness, 
my inner being [Sanskrit: atma] is full of wickedness, Iam one from whom wickedness 
arises. Save me [Sansrkti: trahi mam], lord of Parvati! O Shiva, you destroy all papa. 


The few who survived the situation in Rambara managed to quickly climb the 
steep sides of the valley amid rushing water, mud, and landslides. The majority 
of those in Rambara did not survive. The lower half of the river valley between 
Kedarnath and Gaurikund, and continuing down to just north of Sonprayag, 
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is quite deep and narrow. This would have focused the force of the surge as it 
rounded the corner into Gaurikund. It tore away three-quarters of Gaurikund and 
roared into the flat and open bazaar of Sonprayag, which had been built that way 
to accommodate the hundreds of buses, cars, and jeeps that pass through during 
the high season, and swept vehicles and houses on the east (river) side of the vil- 
lage into the churning waters. It weakened the hillside and caused landslides all 
the way down the Kedar valley. It submerged a recent hydroelectric project built 
at Kund, where the road forks, with one road leading to Guptkashi and the other 
road to Ukhimath and, via Chopta, Badrinath. 

When I write these things about Rambara, people and scenes flash in front of 
my mind’s eye. Many of the shopkeepers in Rambara were from the Ukhimath side 
of the valley, and I felt a personal connection with them. In my own foreign way, 
Iam more connected to the Ukhimath side because that is where I lived during the 
off-season. I once spent three hours warming up in a cigarette shop no bigger than 
the width of two people because the proprietor had seen me many several times 
in his village of Kimana, one ofthe villages that make up the village cluster known 
as Ukhimath. Bhupendra’s father owned a shop in Rambara that he rented out. 
Bhupendra, with whom I lived and worked in Kedarnath for a season, was also 
from Kimana, so this brings me to what happened to him. The first flood event 
took him in his room on the northwestern side of Kedarnath, I was told later. He 
was working for one of the private helicopter companies in Kedarnath and was off 
duty at the time. I suspect he would have been cooking dinner, as he taught me to 
do. I am sure that if he had time he tried to save others around him. Also lost at 
this time were Mahant Chandragiri and his langar, and Bharat Sevashram Sangha. 
Many sadhus built temporary shelters along the path that went from near the free 
food kitchen northeast down to the temple. During high season the queue for 
darshan would stretch around the corner, and the sadhus would be able to interact 
with and receive donations from yatris who were waiting in line. Most of these 
sitting Shivas would not have had time to elude the waters. 

Early in the morning of June 17, most people thought that they were past the 
worst and that the worst had been a recognizable disastrous event: flooding. 


x) Major devastation took place in Kedarnath in the morning hours of 17 June, 
2013, xi) Chorabari Tal was intact on 16 June, 2013, xii) Rambara and Gaurikund 
were devastated in the night of 16 June, 2013, xiii) breach of Chorabari Tal took 
place around 0700 hrs on 17 June, 2013 and xiv) floodwaters of Mandakini ravaged 
Rambara, Gaurikund and Sonprayag again in the morning hours of 17 June, 2013. 
(P. Rautela 2013, 45) 


But what happened at around seven that morning was something different. 
Intense rain had continued to fall, snowmelt had continued, and the volume of 
water in the lake known locally as Chorabari Tal (and more famously as Gandhi 
Sarovar) continued to rise. Chorabari Tal is a famous destination for those who 
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arrive in Kedarnath with energy to spare who wish to take in the “natural beauty” 
of the Himalaya. It is a lake that is filled by glacial runoff and may be mostly empty 
or quite full depending on the time of year. Normally, excess water in the lake 
would have seeped out and down through the network of holes and gullies in 
the moraine barrier that constituted a major portion of the boundary of the lake 
and part of the debris layer on top of the snout of the Chorabari glacier. But all 
of the rain and previous erosion and accumulation of debris meant that there 
was no place for the massively accumulating volume of water to go. It broke. 
B " was the sound it made. A wave of water, mud, rock, 
and debris rushed down from the lake to which I had once walked with Bhupendra 
(whom people often called Bhupi for short) and where we had once written "Luke 
and Bhupi" on a rock. Many people have described the wave as more than ten feet 
tall. Two scientists from the Wadia Institute of Himalayan Geology had been at 
their monitoring station near Chorabari Tal and saw it happen. 

People had a split second to make a decision about what to do. Many who 
survived scrambled up the hillside toward the Bhukund Bhairavnath shrine. 
Others found a roof that, for the fortunate, did not later collapse. Some took 
refuge in the temple. When I visited Kedarnath and the Kedar valley I heard many 
accounts in which people had saved someone (a child, a relative, a stranger) from 
the flowing mud-rock but had been swept away themselves. A Guptkashi man in 
Kedarnath at the time could say only that it was “beyond imagination" (Hindi: 
kalpana ke bahar). When I see people talk about it in person or in television 
interviews I see often see the same facial moment—a quick tightening of the face, 
a ripple of intense emotion, and then diminished affect. 

I know what I know about this event in different ways. I spoke with some 
people on the phone in the weeks following the floods. I read accounts online and 
watched interviews on YouTube, often with people whom I recognized from my 
fieldwork. When I managed to speak with survivors in person for the first time a 
year after the event, L often could not bring myselfto ask people to narrate what they 
experienced. I did not want to ask them to go back to that moment. I remember 
what a friend of mine said to me after he told me on the phone that he had been in 
Kedarnath and survived. He said, “I saw Shivas tandava? Т said, “I cannot imagine 
it” His response was something to the effect of “Good. That is right. You can’t.” 
Now, as I write, I cannot remember the exact words. I did not take notes because 
I was not thinking about notes. But I remember the tone, the edge in his voice. So 
the data that I have on these moments are what particular people wanted to tell 
me and not what I sought out or invited. I have heard only a dozen or so granular 
accounts in person. 

I struggle with how to write about all of this from the infrastructure-rich 
environment of Wisconsin. The natural impulse, both for journalists and for 
scholars who value thick description, is to present first-person accounts, to pay 
attention to what this moment was like for particular people who were there when 
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it happened. I am not so sure that this is what I can or should do. First, I do not 
want to beguile the reader with gripping, sensational accounts of disaster survival. 
Second, given that I was not there and only journeyed to Uttarakhand a year later, 
I do not want to write in such a way that the text persuasively collapses the 
insurmountable distance between what I write and what happened. I am distant 
from what happened. I am insulated. That is part of my position. Third, from 
the necessary distance at which I am writing, it seems to me that narration risks 
imposing chronology and structure on these minutes that maybe was not there. 
This assertion maps to one of my broader claims about the place of Kedarnath 
at other times, that it is a place where stories and words run out. So instead I am 
trying to write in a spare way that both suggests how things felt and does not 
pretend to know or even to offer the clearest possible picture. At the same time, I 
know that as I write I am lending scholarly weight to public perceptions of what 
happened at this time. 

There are several digital animations on YouTube that include a computer- 
generated animation of the two flood events in Kedarnath. I have watched such 
animations several times, and though the shape of the computer-generated waves 
has a regularity that does not match the terrain it is nonetheless chilling. I had, 
and have, difficulty watching such animations. If you were in Kedarnath, then for 
several unrecoverable minutes this wave-event was all that was happening. There 
was a shattering sound. Then the mud-rock-wave began to fall down the slope. 
There was a moment to realize what was happening, but there was so much sound 
that it was without sound. You had to get out of the way. You had to help other 
people get out of the way. Everything narrowed. You either moved or did not. It 
was like this: . 

Almost every account of this event that I heard a year later when I visited 
included some version of the Hindi verb bhagna, to flee. There were several ways 
to survive. All of them involved making a quick decision about where to run. The 
first was to seek high ground. If you were on the eastern side of Kedarnath, this 
meant heading away from the flow of mud and water toward the helipad or up to- 
ward the Bhukund Bhairavnath shrine and beyond. If you were caught on the path 
to Kedarnath, this meant scrambling up toward Vasuki Tal or above Garud Chatti 
and hoping the steep mountainside did not collapse. The path was collapsing and 
falling into the river. It was difficult to survive getting caught in the mud. When 
I visited the Kedarnath valley in 2014, an acquaintance of mine, with almost no 
change of expression, told me that he had been in Kedarnath at that time and had 
managed to save only one of his children from the mud. Reports of this sort were 
common, as were accounts in which the successful rescuer became the victim. 
Some strangers and loved ones saved each other in that moment of 
and others could not. 

Another impulse was to take shelter in the temple. The numbers conflict, but at 
least dozens of people went back into the temple. Shielded by a massive boulder, 
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later termed a “divine rock” (Hindi: divya shila), and by its own solid construc- 
tion, the temple itself held firm but filled up with mud and water. Some people 
also found themselves on the roofs or upper stories of buildings that did not 
collapse. If you made it up to the plateau behind the Bhukund Bhairavnath shrine, 
you would have gained enough distance to feel, temporarily, out of the situation. 
If you were in the temple, or on a roof, then you were marooned inside what was 
happening. And if you were in the temple, it is difficult to talk about later. All 
along the path down Gaurikund and beyond, people caught near rising mud and 
water sought high ground, and most (except in Rambara and Gaurikund) were 
successful. However, surviving the immediate event did not mean surviving the 
disaster. 

Many people, once immediately out of harm’s way, found a place to wait, and 
from that point it was a struggle against hunger and cold, often for several days, 
until relief came. This waiting took several forms. In the dark coldness of the 
temple it meant clinging for hours to something near the ceiling of the temple, 
like a bell, to keep one’s head out of the muddy water and be one of those who 
would survive until the waters went down. This meant clinging to life for hours 
(and in some cases days) amid the bodies of the recently dead and dying (Press 
Trust of India 20135 Rediff 2014).3 Hridayesh Joshi (2014; trans., 2016), one of the 
first journalists who reached Kedarnath after the floods, offers a vivid, passionate, 
important account of this moment. 

Visitors who had fled up the sides of the Mandakini River valley to the east or to 
the west then found themselves fighting hunger, cold, and trauma in a Himalayan 
environment for which they probably were not prepared under normal circum- 
stances upon arrival in Kedarnath. The weather in the Uttarakhand Himalaya, 
even in summer, is different enough that in my experience most visitors (unless 
they are from a neighboring mountain-state like Himachal Pradesh or a country 
such as Nepal) are often not prepared because they do not think it necessary 
to purchase gear that they will need for less than twenty-four hours. When in 
Kedarnath I often felt, to my embarrassment, that without my costly warm and 
waterproof clothing and sleeping bag I would have found it impossible to live 
there. The same layers I wear in a Wisconsin winter were barely enough to be com- 
fortable at night in Kedarnath in May 2014. Living and breathing at 3,500 meters 
also demands a massive caloric load. People who made it out of the floods had 
none of these things and simply had to wait for helicopters with soldiers to come 
because helicopters were the only possible means of delivering relief. 

Others, mostly but not only locals, became convinced that it was not practical 
to await rescue and that it made more sense to walk to safety using high mountain 
paths that led into adjoining valley systems: if trapped on the western side of the 
Mandakini they went up and to the southwest beyond Vasuki Tal and then down 
to the villages of Tosi and then Triyugi Narayan, and if trapped on the eastern 
side of the Mandakini they went up past Bhukund Bhairavnath and then across 
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and down to the southeast and eventually into the northern ends of the Kalimath 
valley system. This also took several days, and the villages deep in the Kalimath 
valley and above Triyugi Narayan saw groups of cold, starving survivors stumble 
in days later and immediately start looking for ways to let their families know they 
were alive. These survivors had made their way through cold jungles scattered 
with the bodies of those who had been too hungry, dehydrated, sick, or old to 
successfully walk to safety (Basu 2013, 90; HT Correspondents 2013; Zee Media 
Bureau and Press Trust of India 2013). 

Those who did not find their way to a functional village with food and warmth 
also had to wait for several days before they were either picked up or in many cases 
given the short-term supplies they needed to stay alive. The weather was so bad 
that helicopters had difficulty flying up into the northern part of the Kedarnath 
valley. On June 21 a helicopter crashed during a rescue attempt. I do not know if it 
was the same helicopter, but I saw the remains of a helicopter between Gaurikund 
and Jungle Chatti on the path to Kedarnath in May 2014. Those whom helicopters 
did successfully pick up were first taken to staging stations farther south in the 
Kedarnath valley like Fata or Guptkashi or other sites near Rudraprayag like Agast- 
muni and Gauchar that had been high enough or far enough from a river to have 
come through the flooding with minimal damage and that had helipads. Eventu- 
ally the survivors moved from these places to Dehra Dun, where they, along with 
the other tens of thousands of evacuees, stayed until circumstances and resources 
permitted them to make their way home (Upadhyay 2013b). By this time survi- 
vor accounts were part of the public sphere across Uttarakhand, across India, and 
across the world (Н. Kumar 20132; Press Trust of India 20134). Here is another 
summary, again from Piyoosh Rautela (2013, 47): 


The sequence of events in the Mandakini valley took everyone by surprise and 
none really got chance of raising alarm of any sort. Attempts were however made 
to communicate the news of flooding over high frequency police radio set but the 
seriousness of the incidence could not be assessed from hurriedly communicated 
incomplete message. All communication with Kedarnath valley was snapped in the 
late evening of 16 June 2013. Adverse weather and terrain conditions did not provide 
opportunity of resorting to alternative probes. The outside world as also the local 
administration therefore remained unaware of the events in Mandakini valley till the 
afternoon of 17 June, 2013. 

Aerial rescue operations could therefore be initiated in the morning of 18 June 
2013. Ground search and rescue operations were hampered by washing off of the 
pedestrian track at many places between Gaurikund and Rambara and could start on 
19 June, 2013. Terrain conditions made it difficult even to airdrop food and water at 
many locations where people were stranded in large numbers. Challenges faced even 
in aerial rescue operation can well be understood from the fact that three choppers 
got crashed during rescue operations in Mandakini valley. 

Massive ground and aerial search and rescue operations were however organized 
jointly by National Disaster Response Force (МОКЕ), Indo-Tibetan Border Police 
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(ITBP), Indian Air Force (IAF), Indian Army and Civil Administration to evacu- 
ate the survivors. Temporary helipads were quickly prepared and activated for 
evacuating persons stranded between Gaurikund and Rambara. In all around 6,817 
persons were evacuated by air and another 18,183 by foot track. Despite best efforts 
evacuation could only be completed on 23 June, 2013. 


For almost twenty-four hours no one knew exactly what had happened in 
Kedarnath, though the flood surge had obviously originated there. Then, despite 
full knowledge of what had happened, rescue efforts and helicopter reconnaissance 
could not begin until the next morning because of the combination of altitude, 
weather, and darkness. For almost a full day, there was simply no way to reach 
Kedarnath. The instability of the terrain and the continued bad weather made it 
difficult for up to two days even to deliver supplies to survivors between Gauri- 
kund and Rambara, and attempts resulted in helicopter crashes. During those first 
days bodies were coming down the river and groups of survivors were coming out 
of the jungles and finding their way to villages in the upper Kedarnath valley and 
giving preliminary eyewitness accounts to media, to government agencies, and to 
local families. It was known that survivors of the floods were trapped and needed 
help, but the knowledge could not immediately be acted upon. But what this meant 
was that people struggling to survive on the ground occasionally saw helicopters 
but did not necessarily receive help from the helicopters they were able to see. 
The difficult location, combined with a profound lag in response time by the state 
government, meant that it took several days for the full impact of state and central 
government resources to be felt. In those early days, as Hridayesh Joshi (2016) has 
poignantly described, the gap was filled in part by commercial helicopter pilots 
and volunteers. For several days there was something very close to a silence, a 
gap. It took several days for those stranded in Kedarnath to leave the site by one 
way or another. It also took at least several days for anyone outside a disaster- 
struck location to obtain reliable news about what was going on. And then, like 
something you see first but cannot hear until moments later, trauma and confu- 
sion began to ripple out from those first moments. And the environment was not 
finished setting the terms. More bad weather was expected on the twenty-third, 
which meant that survivors needed to be evacuated before then (Gupta and 
Sunderarajan 2013). 


THE BEGINNINGS OF THE AFTERMATH 


By June 19, different threads of the situation, to use Jackson's term, began to ripple 
outward and separate out into different stories. There were rescue efforts, and the 
plight of survivors continued to unfold on the ground in the Kedarnath valley and 
in Uttarakhand more broadly. Rescues were effected by massive combined military 
civil rescue operations code-named Surya Hope and Rahat (India Today Agencies 
2013; Daily Bhaskar Staff 2013). These involved the efforts of local civilians, police, 
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the Indian Army, the Indo-Tibetan Border Police, the Border Roads Organisation, 
the National Disaster Response Force, the Indian Air Force—according to one 
news report the combined efforts of over eight thousand rescuers and fifty-five 
helicopters tasked with the rescue and evacuation of well over fifty thousand 
people (Gupta and Sunderarajan 2013). In these initial stages these prestigious, 
powerful resources of the central government took primary place, and even these 
resources were coming up against the limits of the situation—rescue helicopters 
trying to get to Kedarnath crashed during this time (Peer 2013). 

At the same time, survivors were making their way out of the hills, as 
I mentioned earlier. Relatives of visitors to Uttarakhand who were missing had 
arrived in Dehra Dun and were showing pictures of missing family members to 
rescue workers coming down from the mountains. Growing numbers of visitors to 
Uttarakhand who had been rescued from immediate peril were arriving in Dehra 
Dun, sharing their stories, and on occasion being shown on large video screens so 
that they could be identified (Upadhyay 2013b; Chandramohan 2013b; BBC News 
India Staff 2013a; H. Kumar 2013a). By June 22, Kavita Upadhyay (2013b) reported 
that eighty-two thousand visitors had been safely evacuated from Uttarakhand but 
that over twenty thousand were still trapped in the Rudraprayag, Chamoli, and 
Uttarkashi districts. Also by June 22 the Railway Ministry had begun to run special 
trains for returning survivors to their homes. 

Uttarakhandis themselves were realizing their losses, and in many places such 
as the Kedarnath valley were doing so amid electricity outages, roads blocked 
by landslides, interruptions in the arrival of goods from the plains, and a fog of 
uncertain and incomplete information about what was happening. Speaking on 
the phone with a friend who was in Ukhimath at this time was difficult: I imagined 
that I could feel something of the weight of the lack of electricity and diminished 
availability of fresh food combined with building grief and anxiety about the 
unfolding situation. At the same time my physical distance and safety from the 
situation made me feel almost dizzy. My friend said that people were spending a 
lot of time sitting inside and in the dark, full of grief and uncertainty, eating only 
staple foods like dal and roti. In May 2014 in Dehra Dun I spoke with an Uttara- 
khandi journalist who had journeyed via helicopter with the Indian Army and was 
one of the first civilians on the ground near Kedarnath. He spent four days walking 
between Chaumasi (north of Kalimath and southeast of Kedarnath), the remains 
of Rambara, and Tosi (above Triyugi Narayan to the southwest of Kedarnath), 
namely the area that at the time was filled with living, dead, and dying survivors 
of the floods. He gave food, assistance, and companionship where he could. “So 
much pain [Hindi: dukh]? he said to me, sitting in an overpriced coffee in the 
Barista coffee shop in Dehra Dun. “We are lucky [Hindi: Ham bhagyashali hain]. 
We should live life [Hindi: Jina parta hai]? 

Announcements about financial relief began to circulate as relief supplies (food, 
clothing, kerosene, medicine) began to flow into the mountains. News articles and 
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still and video images began to circulate on television, radio, the Internet, and 
Facebook and among cell phone users, celebrating the efforts of Indian solders to 
deliver food to survivors who had not yet been rescued and to help people cross 
swollen rivers to safe evacuation points (A. Bhatt and Press Trust of India 2013; 
H. Kumar 2013b; A. Bhatt 2013). 

The materiality of death began to force its way still further into the situation. 
By June 21, bodies were washing ashore in Haridwar, over two hundred kilometers 
south of Kedarnath, and Kedarnath survivors were recounting the numbers of 
dead they had passed on their way out of the valley (BBC News India Staff 2013а; 
Press Trust of India 2013d). Google had created a Person Finder for Uttarakhand. 
As the number of confirmed dead rose, it was realized that many of the deceased 
could not be moved from where they had been found, and there began to be public 
discussions and disagreements surrounding the issues involved with a mass 
cremation in Kedarnath (Press Trust of India 2013b). The cremation, a public 
health necessity, was eventually carried out in Kedarnath after several challenges 
were surmounted. This was an immensely painful issue that added to the shock 
of loss because relatives did not have access to the bodies of their deceased family 
members within the required amount of time and could not honor their ritual ob- 
ligations to the dead. There were public disagreements about the appropriateness 
and timing of the cremations and how they would affect the purity of the temple. 
When I spoke about this with a friend of mine in Ukhimath by phone on July 3, 
2013, he said “He [Shiva] lives in the cremation ground, so what is the necessity?” 
(Hindi: Shamshan wala hai to kya zarurat?) 

After being delayed by weather, the cremations began in Kedarnath on June 28. 
There were demonstrations in Dehra Dun where protesters demanded that the 
cremations not proceed (Bhaskar News Staff 2013). Protesters accused the state 
government of trying to cover up the true number of dead. I read about this 
online and heard about it in an e-mail from an incensed Garhwali friend at about 
the same time. He wanted me to write an exposé of what was happening. This was 
one of the first moments when I had to consider how my responsibilities were 
changing. I had become accustomed to resisting the push to publicly hymn the 
greatness of Kedarnath and say that I was writing a modern mahatmya, a hymn 
of glorification for the tirtha. At many moments during my fieldwork I spoke with 
someone who welcomed my presence because, it was proclaimed, I would return 
to America and undertake the promotion (Hindi: prachar) of Kedarnath. In most 
of these moments I would correct my interlocutor and say that my job as a re- 
searcher was not to do prachar but to write about reality (Hindi: hakikat)—what 
was really happening. This kind of statement made people nervous because in 
Kedarnath, as in any important place of religious and economic significance, there 
were gritty realities to how life was lived that did not fill locals with pride. I would 
explain that I did not intend my work to be an exposé that would focus only on the 
problems of the place but that I was attempting to give a full and truthful account. 
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But in 2013 there was a different tone to such questions—a demand from friends 
that I take a public position of critique, with the subtext “Here is something you 
can do that might actually help the situation, unlike most of the things you do 
іп Garhwal, which are not relevant for us here? I said that I had begun to write 
something but that my sort of writing took a bit more time and that I was trying— 
an unsatisfactory answer. Even then I also knew that what I was writing would 
probably not be fully satisfactory to my friend. Edward Simpson, both in the con- 
text of both his own ethnographic writing on the aftermath of the 2001 Gujarat 
earthquake and in relationship to larger questions about disaster and memory, has 
noted that disasters and their aftermaths sharpen the issues of position inherent in 
ethnographic writing. Public opposition to his own work raised for him significant 
questions about how ethnographers should respond or change their work process 
if those about whom they have written seriously disagree with their conclusions 
(Simpson 2016, 2014; Simpson and De Alwis 2008). 

An additional ritual uncertainty of primarily local significance was playing out 
at this time: How and where would Shiva in his Kedarnath form be worshipped 
with the temple closed? I was often told during my fieldwork in 2006-8 that 
the designated pujari of Kedarnath takes a strict vow to remain continuously 
in Kedarnath for the duration of the season and to perform the worship of the 
rock linga of Shiva in the temple and the bhog murti (a small portable linga that 
usually resides in the residence of the pujari) twice daily without fail. The pujari 
of Kedarnath and his assistant from the Samiti are in effect the only two people 
who simply cannot leave in a normal season. The pujari in 2013 was Vageeshvar 
Ling. He had come to Uttarakhand as an adult, and until his posting to Ukhimath 
had been from Karnataka and living in Karnataka. He and I were on the same bus 
when I journeyed to Ukhimath to begin my fieldwork. Vageeshvar Ling, in the 
midst of everything, found and kept the bhog murti safe. On June 18 he performed 
its worship in Garud Chatti, two kilometers to the south of the temple. Within 
several days he was in Ukhimath, where traditionally the bhog murti is worshipped 
as Shiva in Kedarnath form when Kedarnath is closed for the season. In 2013 the 
winter worship of Kedarnath-Shiva began at the end of June. This move was criti- 
cized by a North India-based guru, Swami Swaroopanand, and others who said 
that the worship in Kedarnath should have been continuous (Zee Media Bureau 
2013; Khandekar and Nagrath 2013). 

This criticism had a particular resonance in the Kedarnath valley because, 
as in all of Garhwal and many other Himalayan regions, deity journeys and the 
conditions of their journey are immensely significant (Halperin 2012; Sax 1991; P. 
Sutherland 1998; Berti 2009). Once when I traveled with the doli to Kedarnath, 
I was told that several decades earlier the Samiti had tried to take the doli by bus 
part ofthe way and that the result had been terrible storms. If part ofthe reason this 
disaster happened was that locals had not been properly respecting the resident 
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divine powers, what would the effects be of breaking yet another tradition? Viewed 
from another angle, of course, there was no choice. Kedarnath was uninhabitable. 
Another event could happen at any time. It could not serve as a place of worship 
until this impurity had been at least, in some way, nullified. The entire upper 
valley needed to be fumigated from the air (Hill Post Staff 2013). After my visit 
to Kedarnath in May of 2014, workers were still finding new corpses on the path to 
Kedarnath (Outlook India Staff 2014). 

Uttarakhand quickly became, at the national and state levels, a marked 
arena for political contestation. On June 20 the then chief minister of Gujarat, 
Narendra Modi, wrote the central government railway minister asking that extra 
trains be made available free of charge to return Gujarati evacuees home (Dave 
2013). On June 22, when his request to visit the Kedarnath valley was denied by 
the Congress Party-led state government, Narendra Modi visited Dehra Dun 
and “did an aerial survey” of some disaster-struck areas to protest the reply of 
Home Minister Sushilkumar Shinde that politicians not make visits to disaster- 
affected areas because doing so would use valuable resources (Hindustan Times 
Staff 2013; Press Trust of India 2013c). Yet at the same time Rahul Gandhi, one 
of the central figures of the Congress Party, was permitted to travel to Gauchar, 
a village in north-central Garhwal with an airfield that was serving as a staging 
ground for rescue and relief operations (Paljor 2013). By June 24 there were 
already numerous public critiques of how the state government was handling 
the situation, many of which focused on the person of Uttarakhand’s chief 
minister, Vijay Bahuguna (Aron 2013; BBC News India Staff 2013b). On June 30 
Bahuguna rejected Modi's offer that Gujarat would rebuild the Kedarnath 
temple (Press Trust of India 2013a). Congress Party-led Uttarakhand emphasized 
its connection to the central (then also Congress Party-led) government. Yet 
at the same time Modi found an efficient and symbolically powerful way to 
deliver disaster relief up into the mountains very early on, at a time when 
officially involved governmental organizations were having difficulties doing the 
same. Gujarat sent small, well-packaged packets containing a series of essential 
items for short-term survival (J. Bhatt 2013). A friend (who like many Hindus in 
Uttarakhand was a strong Modi supporter) said that in Ukhimath the arrival of 
these packets was an impressive bright spot amid the logistical chaos of broader- 
scale relief efforts. At the level of state politics, the aftermath of the floods was 
an opportunity for persistent critique of the in-power Congress Party by the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) with the clear agenda of overthrowing Congress in 
the next round of state legislative assembly elections in 2017. By June 25 it was 
announced that rescue operations in Kedarnath were finished (Press Trust of 
India 2013j). One of the first news videos from Kedarnath, in which ABP News 
interviewed a representative of the Badrinath-Kedarnath Temples Committee, 
showed that just a week later Shivas Kedarnath form had already begun to 
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receive worship again in the simple form of bilva leaves, all other ritual materials 
being unavailable (ABP News 2013). 

One of my main sources of information as events were unfolding was Facebook, 
particularly the Facebook networks of Garhwalis connected in some way or other 
to the Kedarnath valley. I saw cell phone and news videos (literally thousands of 
which were available on YouTube) of unfolding rescue scenes: soldiers carrying 
people up and down hills, helping people climb out of vehicles that had fallen off 
the road, feeding people, in some instances creating bridges with their own bodies. 
I saw many pictures of destroyed and submerged houses and roads. Many of these 
images were shot by someone from the area for viewing by other people from the 
area. I saw people trying to find out through Facebook whether a relative or friend 
had survived. One thread I viewed was written on June 19 by someone relaying 
(and translating from Garhwali to Hindi) and coordinating an appeal for help. The 
writer had a dying but partially functional cell phone and was trapped above 
Sonprayag with a group of about twenty people, several of whom were in bad 
shape and were not able to contact rescue personnel themselves. Digital photos 
of news articles were shared and reshared, many without searchable titles. Again 
and again in Facebook postings in these early weeks I also observed the anger of 
Garhwalis at the bad reputation (Hindi: badnam) being created by exploitative 
treatment of yatris and embarrassment that some of what was reported in the news 
might actually be occurring; in counterpoint, multiple postings stressed locals’ 
generous and heroic behavior (Hindu Staff 2013b). In those first weeks yatris were 
getting most of the attention, and locals noticed. Here is an example of morbid 
humor (translated from the Hindi) that was posted around this time on the 
Facebook page of a friend of mine. It contrasts what the situation on the ground 
looks like to a reporter from a news channel compared to how it looks to a 
Garhwali: 


News Channel: Look how the soldiers are carrying people up these rocky paths on 
their backs. 

Garhwali: Brother, whenever anyone gets sick we carry them to the hospital 
like that. 

News Channel: Look at how yatris are saving their lives by traveling on these 
twisting paths. ... And they are saying we will never again come to 
such a place again. 

Garhwali: Our children go to school on a thousand paths like this. 

News Channel: The rain still has not stopped—going any further will be dangerous. 
Our team has stopped here. 

Garhwali: Brother, if we waited for the rain to stop then we would never eat or 
drink, our children would not go to school, . . . our women would 
not go to work, our families would die hungry. 

News Channel: The road is broken here. .. . When the Indo-Tibetan Border Force 
comes they will repair it. 
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Garhwali: Listen, younger brother, go get a shovel and a spade. The water is 
going to the wrong place. We will make a canal for the water and 
this will fix the road. 

News Channel: Look at how our cameramen and reporter have come by a difficult 
road and through cascading waters. 

Garhwali: Brother, ona day like this we have to cross cascading waters like this 
ten times a day. ... Our barn is over in this direction. ... 

News Channel: We have had with us for four days a local laborer—let’s talk to 
him. "Are you connected to anyone who is trapped here and who 
assigned you here? Is the government paying you?" 

Employee: Sir, my name is Shishupal, and I am a commando in the Indian 
Army, enlisted in the Second Parachute Regiment. Just now I was 
on a vacation, and my home is here in Ukhimath. This tragedy has 
happened here so I know everyone involved; my uncle is trapped 
in Kedarnath, and I have come here to help him and find out his 
condition. This is my brother Shankar. He is a software engineer in 
Delhi; and is here now also on a vacation, and since the tragedy he 
has extended his vacation for seven days. 

News Channel: For some reason we will not be able to tell you the condition of 
the local worker [Shishupal] but we can tell you that the Bahuguna 
administration is doing good work and that local workers are 
working alongside the army.* 


For locals, monsoon season in the mountains is not, for many, something from 
which there can be a rescue. Unless one moves down from the mountains and 
leaves Garhwal behind, mountain living in the best of circumstances is irreducibly 
hard. Further, in many cases local residents know their environment the best 
and are able to make the most useful interventions in the landscape. This point, 
discussed further in the next chapter, constitutes a refrain in literature about di- 
saster prevention, disaster recovery, and sustainable development. And these facts 
of pahari life were constantly elided in the dramatic news pieces that showed 
people being heroically *rescued" by civilians, soldiers, relief workers, and other 
government personnel. 

Imagine, then, how the early summer of 2013 felt to people in the Kedarnath 
valley. They were stuck in the middle of a heavy monsoon. Each day brought the 
threat of more landslides. People were in the first stages of dealing with great loss 
and in many cases were doing so without access to the bodies of their dead. They 
had ritual obligations that they could not fulfill properly. It was uncertain how 
much help was going to come from the government. Guptkashi (and to lesser 
extent Ukhimath, because of its location on the other side of the valley) was 
swarmed by survivors, relief supplies, nongovernmental organization (NGO) 
workers, journalists, and government officials. The state and central governments 
had begun financial assistance, compensation, and loan deferral for disaster-affected 
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individuals and families but in an uneven way. There were numerous, conflicting 
announcements being made about the nature and time frame of reconstruction. 
There was no as yet universally agreed-upon explanation of the underlying causes 
of the disaster. And who knew if more was yet to come? It was still raining; there 
were still landslides. 

ІТ force my mind away from the Kedarnath valley and think about the situation 
from the point of view of visitors to the region, it seems to me that the floods were, 
among other things, a complete betrayal of expectation about the nature of travel 
in the Himalaya at the beginning of the twenty-first century. When I spoke with 
people visiting Kedarnath in 2007 and 2008 about what they felt while present in 
Kedarnath, the answer would often include the words peace (Hindi: shanti) and/ 
or satisfaction (Hindi: santushti). Some reported experiencing shanti because by 
virtue of being in a place like Kedarnath they had left all the worries of their daily 
lives behind (this was a very common sentiment), and santushti because they had 
successfully arrived in Kedarnath and by doing so had affirmed their connection 
to the older layers of Hindu traditions of which yatra was an important emblem. 
Added to this was the fact that in recent years travel in the Uttarakhand Himalaya, 
while still arduous and risky, had become increasingly comfortable—an attrac- 
tive yatra destination for a family looking to get away from the heat of the plains, 
make a meaningful journey, and experience the famous “natural beauty” of the 
Himalaya, often while balancing the comforts of higher-end lodging with the mild 
arduousness of travel in the mountains. Thus the disaster was a profound betrayal, 
a shocking reversal of what a Himalayan yatra in the twenty-first century was 
supposed to be, the opposite of the feeling of rest, accomplishment, reconnection 
with tradition, and closeness to divinity/nature. For paharis it was a betrayal of a 
different kind, detailed in the next chapter. 


REOPENING 


Confusion swirled around the question of when the temple would reopen, who 
would be involved, and what would be revealed about the health of the physical 
structure itself. The Indian Army began work on a new footpath to Kedarnath 
from near Sonprayag. Building on the wisdom of most of the older travel routes in 
the valley, it would stick to ridgelines and avoid moving along the landslide-prone 
sides of the Mandakini River valley (Press Trust of India 2013h). Just months after 
officials had announced that it would be one if not several years before Kedarnath 
reopened, it was announced that Kedarnath would reopen on September 11, 2013 
(Press Trust of India 2013e). Peer-reviewed work by scientists specializing in 
Himalayan geology and glaciology had also become a greater part of the public 
conversation about what had happened in Kedarnath. There had been numerous 
interviews and blogs on the topic beginning almost immediately after the floods 
(Bagla 2013; Mihir and Irani 2013; Petley 2013). But it took a bit more time for 
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scientists, now working under a new kind of pressure and sense of responsibility 
for producing work that would enter public conversation, to offer preliminary 
analyses aimed at fellow scientists (Dobhal et al. 2013). The situation began to feel 
more of the weight of scientific modes of discourse and authority. 

Kedarnath and the upper Kedarnath valley continued to feel like a place where 
human efforts were both going wrong and persistently attempted again and 
again, yet the pressure was on to rebuild Kedarnath so that the site could reopen 
as quickly as possible. The Rudraprayag-Guptkashi road closed several times 
because of landslides. Yet in the same month the Indian Ministry of Road Transport 
and Highways said that they planned to restore road connectivity to Kedarnath 
by the end of September (Press Trust of India 2013g). The Nehru Institute of Moun- 
taineering recommended the development of an alternate route to Kedarnath 
from the east via Kalimath and Chaumasi (Gusain 2013b). Numerous NGOs were 
working with specific village populations (Dundoo 2013; Disaster Mitigation and 
Management Centre, 2015). 

The BJP criticized the reopening of the temple on the grounds that it was 
a ploy to divert attention from state government mismanagement and that the 
association of Kedarnath pilgrimage priests had not been consulted (Chan- 
dramohan 2013a). Archaeological Survey of India and Geological Survey of India 
teams began mapping projects aimed at assessing the extent of the damage to the 
built environment and the broader geological situation. The opening precipitated 
a new round of survivor accounts and reviews of recent events in the media. The 
ritual dynamics of this time were fluid and confusing, a blend of the hopeful 
and the disturbing. Official worship of Shiva in Kedarnath began with a havan 
and anusthan performed by the Rawal Bheemashankar Ling that was attended 
by representatives of the Badri Kedar Samiti, the association of Kedarnath pil- 
grimage priests, and prominent state politicians. Significantly, weather prevented 
Vijay Bahuguna from attending as scheduled. Part of the work of this ritual was, 
in a ritual sense, a work of repurification. But this was a poignant repurification, 
as those present in Kedarnath continued to find new corpses as they removed 
layers of mud and debris from the ruins of the village. Locals were finding bod- 
ies as they excavated their shops and guesthouses. At some level, as Shashank 
Srivastava has suggested, these rituals of place and worship were aimed at self- 
repurification rather than repurification of place and temple? On September 21 
it was reported that the Archaeological Survey of India had announced that the 
ghee from the ghee malish, one of the distinctive features of a visit to Kedarnath 
in recent memory, had begun to rot and was preventing the stone from breathing 
naturally. According to India Today, this pronouncement produced a surprising 
response from the Samiti that avoided commenting directly on the ghee malish 
of the linga and instead focused on the walls of the inner sanctum: “Smearing 
the walls with ghee is a practice with no religious significance" (Gusain 2013a; 
Y. Kumar 2014). 
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On October 4, the first day of fall Navaratri, Kedarnath opened for yatris. This 
had traditionally been a time when Kedarnath saw many Bengali visitors. In 2013, 
the special connection between West Bengalis and the Himalaya was honored 
in a different way: Durga Puja celebrations in West Bengal saw the construction 
of many floats and displays depicting the Kedarnath temple. Actually reaching 
Kedarnath was difficult at this time. Worries about weather and landslides 
persisted, and even getting into the mountains felt like a gamble to visitors. Many 
places on the road between Rudraprayag and Sonprayag were dangerous. The 
government began requiring registration of yatris in Guptkashi and Sonprayag. 
The arrival of thirty-four people in Kedarnath on a given day during this period 
was newsworthy (Amar Ujala Staff 2013b). The state was trying to show that 
Kedarnath and the Char Dham were open again for business, but it was a difficult 
message to sell. On October 29 Kavita Upadhyay (2013c) wrote that “since June 
24th 2013, 545 bodies have been disposed of and cremated in the Kedarnath Valley 
both, as part of the combing operations and debris clean-up. Almost 50 percent of 
these bodies were recovered from Kedarnath itself? 

The doors of the Kedarnath temple closed for the winter on November 5. 
Raghav Langar, the district magistrate for Rudraprayag, announced that further 
recovery of the dead in Kedarnath would have to wait until spring (Amar Ujala 
Staff 2013a). Hundreds of people believed to be in Kedarnath still had not been 
located (V. Singh 2013). On November 6, Brijesh Bhatt (2013) wrote that 1,600 
yatris had taken darshan since the apda. According to Ushinor Majumdar (2013), 
the number was “nearly 1,400” To put this in perspective, around ten thousand 
visitors per day usually came through Kedarnath during the high season in some 
of the years leading up to 2013. The Kedarnath doli returned again to Ukhimath 
after the traditional closing puja that is known as samadhi puja. As with the 
September opening, the procession took a slightly different route, skirting 
Rambara and Gaurikund and sticking to the higher footpaths, the thoroughfares 
of earlier times. 

In Badrinath, as in Kedarnath, there is a tradition that when the shrine is closed 
it is the turn of divine beings to come to the site on pilgrimage while it is off 
limits for humans. With Kedarnath-Shiva in samadhi for the winter, it began to 
sink in that there would be no returning to how things were. Official statistics 
were updated and reconfirmed. On December 7, Kavita Upadhyay (2013a) wrote 
that the Ukhimath administrative block (Hindi: tehsil) had experienced 584 deaths 
and that 296 women had been widowed. High-level Uttarakhand government 
employees tasked with disaster recovery visited Orissa to compare notes. In 
October of 2013 Orissa faced inland flooding caused by Cyclone Phailin. In 
notable comparison to Uttarakhand, there were relatively few deaths because the 
state forced people to leave their homes (Press Trust of India 2013k). In what had 
now become a familiar postdisaster political trope, Modi continued to criticize the 
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Congress Party government in Uttarakhand. Worry over what would happen dur- 
ing the pilgrimage season of 2014 hung over the state. And it was a very frustrating 
worry because not much could be done on site or even beyond Gaurikund until 
the snows began to melt in the spring. But already Uttarakhandis were seeing that 
almost no yatris were booking rooms for the following season. 


MOVING FORWARD 


It has been observed that “disaster victims . . . tend to merge into an immediate 
unity that later fragments" (Hoffman and Oliver-Smith 1999, 7). This initial unity 
and later fragmentation were clearly evident in Kedarnath and in the Kedarnath 
valley, and the specific patterns warrant extended analysis. That is not, however, 
the focus I wish to emphasize here. Rather, I want to notice how the intersubjec- 
tive unity ofthe immediate postdisaster moment nested inside the broader ways in 
which Kedarnath, as a Shaiva pilgrimage place in the Himalaya, generally creates 
and reflects shared experiences of the power of the place. That is to say, the disaster 
did not fundamentally question the commonly held idea and experience that 
Kedarnath is a place where a divine power is resident in and part of the place. 
Rather, it laid bare a destructive tangle ofhuman relationships (with other humans, 
with divine powers, with the Himalayan landscape) that had, over time, become 
part of the complex eco-social system of Kedarnath. 

In the first year after the floods, the Uttarakhand government found itself 
working at several different time scales all at once—trying to deal with immediate 
questions of relief, short-term questions about how the next year would unfold 
and how people would survive the coming months, and longer-term questions 
about what would be the new realities of the state. Journalists had written criti- 
cally about the level of relief and rehabilitation the state had managed to provide 
by December (Majumdar 2013; Upadhyay 2013d; Press Trust of India 2013f). The 
tourism department had announced an array of initiatives aimed at both surviv- 
ing the present and building the future: a new focus on adventure tourism that 
attempted to shift the tourist gaze away from the Char Dham, the regulation of 
the daily number of yatris in future seasons, the forgiveness or deferral of certain 
kinds of loans, and incentives for job retraining in the tourism sector (S. Sharma 
2013; Majumdar 2013). 

In the beginning of 2014, tensions between local groups, state, and center 
intensified, and confusion over how Kedarnath would actually be rebuilt deepened. 
The Geological Survey of India, an organ of the national government, stated in 
its initial report that nothing should be rebuilt in the immediate vicinity of the 
Kedarnath temple because of the instability of the area. They suggested (and point- 
edly referred to earlier reports where the same suggestion had been made) that 
the township be rebuilt slightly to the south and that the Mandakini River be 
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rechanneled to its original preflood course. This immediately created an outcry 
in the Kedarnath valley community because local businessmen and particularly 
Kedarnath tirth purohits wanted their shops, guesthouses, and dharamshalas 
rebuilt (State Unit Uttarakhand 2016; Thapliyal et al. 2013; Gusain 2014b; 
S. Sharma 2014). Rahul Gandhi, a national public symbol of the Gandhian legacy 
in the Congress Party, met with the families of victims, and Uttarakhand chief 
minister Vijay Bahuguna urged Prime Minister Manmohan Singh to quickly 
supply national funds that could be used in road reconstruction (Press Trust of 
India 20144; Jagran Post Staff 2014b). BJP criticism continued apace (Press Trust of 
India 2014c). Two days later, on January 31, 2014, Bahuguna resigned and was re- 
placed by Harish Rawat, another senior figure in the Uttarakhand Congress Party 
who had narrowly missed becoming chief minister earlier (Press Trust of India 
2014d). At almost the same time Uma Bharti, a highly visible member of the BJP 
at the national level, was placed in charge of the BJP unit in Uttarakhand (Jagran 
Post Staff 2014c). In the beginning of February the state received a massive loan 
of 1,200 crore (12 billion rupees) from the Asian Development Bank (Jagran Post 
Staff 20144). 

In one sense there were many encouraging signs—a change in leadership, mas- 
sive infusions of funding, increased indications that the rebuilding of Uttarakhand 
would be a key issue between the BJP and the Congress Party at the national level. 
Harish Rawat immediately began working to reassure the public both inside and 
outside Uttarakhand that the state was on task (Upadhyay 2014b). He pointed out 
that much could be done under existing legislation without seeking new laws; 
designated the area between Rambara and Kedarnath as a “very special zone for 
rehabilitation and reconstruction’; said that there would be special safety apps 
for yatris and mobile health units stationed along the route; said that BSNL (the 
government communications company) would strengthen cell phone reception 
in the area; and promised that the route to Kedarnath and the Char Dham would 
be protected by round-the-clock weather satellite observation (Upadhyay 20145; 
Jagran Post Staff 2014d, 2014e; Upadhyay 20142; S. Joshi 2014b). On March 1 the 
state passed a resolution to compensate shopkeepers for inventory lost in 2013, 
extending the benefits beyond the simple loss of life and property (Jagran Post 
Staff 2014f). On February 27, the day on which the festival of Mahashivratri fell 
in 2014, purohits in Ukhimath calculated that the Kedarnath temple would open 
on May 4. 

There was equal cause, however, for worry. Almost as soon as plans were an- 
nounced for the 2014 season, anxiety began to build about whether Kedarnath 
would be ready to open (Press Trust of India 2014b; Jagran Post Staff 2014d). In the 
months immediately after the flooding, many had said the site would take years to 
reopen. The problem was that the state economy did not have years. Uttarakhand 
could not afford to not be Dev Bhumi, home of the Char Dham, for an entire year. 
The tourist industry was already on high alert by February because advance book- 
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ings for the upcoming season were almost nonexistent (J. Bhatt 2014). Not much 
could be done on the path between Gaurikund and Kedarnath until the snow 
began to melt (K. Singh 2014). In March, as would have been the case in any March, 
concerns were still being publicly voiced about the condition of the roadTapper 
1991). 

The advent of war altered the ethnic balance in the area. As armed resistance 
formed against the communist government that seized power in Kabul in 1978, 
mujahedin and pro-government militia groups emerged, and in the north, these 
often proved a vehicle for non-Pashtun groups to assert themselves. Arabs, who 
were previously a marginal group of pastoralists claiming descent from the Arab 
tribes that had been part of the original Islamic conquest, gained a new position 
in the province through this route. Four brothers, among them Haji Payenda, rose 
to prominence as members of a local self-defense unit mobilized by the Najibullah 
government. The brothers served under Abdul Rashid Dostum, the Uzbek military 
strongman who was to emerge as a key regional power broker in the decades that 
followed. With Dostum, the Uzbeks in the northern region also strengthened their 
position. Dostum initially worked with Najibullah but increasingly acted in defi- 
ance to the Pashtun-dominated central government as he established a regional 
network consisting of both pro-government militias and mujahedin commanders 
and finally spectacularly defected from the government in 1992 (Giustozzi 2009). 
In the mountainous south of Sarepul, mainly Hazara groups formed armed resis- 
tance factions against the communists, and in yet other districts, Tajik-dominated 
mujahedin emerged. These groups generally aligned with national-level mujahe- 
din parties. In a pattern seen elsewhere in Afghanistan, local rivalries were fed by 
support from national party formations, which, in turn, led to a fragmentation of 
the local political landscape alongside party and ethnic lines. The importance of 
these fault lines lessened under the Taliban government, although many areas in 
Sarepul remained completely controlled by the mujahedin. With the overthrow 
of the Taliban government in 2001, the factions rooted in the mujahedin and mi- 
litia groups of the pre-Taliban period again became dominant actors in Sarepul 
politics. Dostum’s network became the Junbesh party, an important political actor 
in Sarepul and in Afghanistan as a whole. In sum, the upheavals of the decades 
of conflict had created a fluid situation where previously enduring political and 
ethnic hierarchies were constantly up for renegotiation. The post-2001 period 
saw the new elites of the jihad era—and their broader, mostly ethnically defined 
constituencies—vying for control over government posts, land, and influence. 

It was this factional competition, some of my informants argued, that had been 
the driving force in the dynamics of the aftermath of Bashira’s rape. In a bid to 
weaken Haji Payenda and, by extension, Arab domination, two key groups in- 
volved themselves in the case and threw their support behind Bashira’s family. 
One of these groups was the local Uzbek power holders belonging to the Junbesh 
party. Sometime earlier, Payenda had dropped his allegiance with Junbesh, the 
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Uzbek-dominated party headed by Dostum, who, in turn, was supporting Presi- 
dent Karzai. Instead, Payenda and a number of other Arabs had established their 
own political group, which eventually supported the opposition candidate, Dr. 
Abdullah, in the 2009 presidential election. The case against Payenda’s son was 
also supported by Shia Hazara groups that wanted to strengthen their position in 
the province. Bashira was Hazara, and according one of my informants, the case 
became a way of unifying them: “When the case first came to the media, the Shia 
people got angry, and they united on how their honor had been insulted. They 
made it a big and very complicated case, in order to unite the Shias, make them 
one power." 

In these accounts, Bashira’s young uncle, Noorullah, appeared less a self-driv- 
en campaigner for justice and more a figurehead for these discontented groups, 
having been handpicked as a suitable front-person when Bashira’s father, who was 
in ill health, could not play that role. The pressure for Payenda to give a baad was 
not imposed from above as an attempt by powerful actors to make the case go 
away. Instead, the giving of baad had formed an integral demand of Noorullah’s 
campaign all along, a demand that, if successful, would have placed Payenda on 
par with his adversaries. Giving a daughter in these circumstances would have 
signaled that Payenda was not above other groups in the province, that he was 
a social equal to Bashira’s family; a daughter taken had to be compensated with 
a daughter given. On this matter, there was only a partial victory for Noorullah. 
The demand had been that Payenda give his own daughter, but he successfully 
refused this. Instead, a daughter of a poor man from Payenda’s tribe, reportedly 
paid by Payenda, was given as a baad to Bashira’s family. In the opinion of one 
of my informants, this showed how Payenda remained able to defy the obvious 
attempts to weaken him.” 

Nonetheless, in versions that emphasize how the aftermath of Bashira’s rape 
became a vehicle for local politics, it was Haji Payenda who appeared as the com- 
promised party. Despite spending a considerable amount of money to influence 
the courts, he had been unable to prevent his son from feeling the full force of 
the law. Having been exposed as less than all-powerful in the province, he lost his 
parliamentary seat in the next election, in 2010, although this could also have been 
due to his alliance with the Jamiat party, which had a weak position in the prov- 
ince (Embassy of the United States Kabul 2009c). In the subsequent chapters of 
Sarepul politics, the groups that had supported Bashira’s family came to dominate 
the local government. And in a further reversal of positions, episodes of rape and 
the kidnapping of women were now being used by factions linked to Haji Payenda 
and his brothers to mobilize public opinion against the Hazara-dominated provin- 
cial administration (Ruttig 2012). It seemed that public protestations against sex- 
ual infractions had become a standard part of the political repertoire in Sarepul. 
In a sense, protests were directed against the impunity afforded by government 
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connections, impunity that was facilitated by access to government office and, in 
the next round of local politics, became the privilege of the new power holders. 

If the unusual persistence of Bashira’s family in pursuing the rape case in public 
could be explained, partly or fully, by the interest of local groups in using the case 
to challenge the political position of Payenda and his allies, this, in turn, serves 
as a reminder that “the state,’ as many scholars have reminded us, is a claim, a 
construct, not a thing or a fact. Bashira’s uncle might have called for government 
action in a sense that suggested that there existed a unitary, independent Afghan 
state capable of autonomous action in one direction or the other. Likewise, other 
actors invoked similar images when calling for the state's responsibility to protect 
women against family abuses or, alternatively, to uphold kinship control over them. 
But these contending notions of state responsibility and justice are disputes over 
internal boundaries and personhood, the outcome of which has consequences for 
authority over domains and persons. They should not lead us to believe that there 
is such thing as a unitary, coherent state—“a person writ large” (T. Mitchell 1991: 
83), a judge-like character insulated from society as a whole. As Mitchell argues, 
the appearance of the state as a discreet and relatively autonomous social institu- 
tion is itself a reification that is constituted through everyday social practices. In 
reality, claims to statehood—as well as the gradual emergence of government ap- 
paratuses, armies, and bureaucracies—are always intertwined with struggles over 
resources and power. 

This means that demands and counterdemands for state action, and claims to 
act on behalf of the state, must be situated in the local political economy—in other 
words, in conflicts between groups and classes over resources and influence. As the 
history of Sarepul clearly illustrates, access to government positions—and the as- 
sociated ability to call upon bureaucratic and military enforcement mechanisms— 
have served as a tool for appropriation and accumulation. The primary fault line, 
then, is not necessarily between kinship (or families) and the government (i.e., 
between society and the state); it can also be between competing factions, whose 
success in controlling and accessing state power has waxed and waned. 

From this perspective, it looks as if the Sarepul case—instead of being one man’s 
thwarted campaign to secure a government reaction to the abuses visited upon his 
family—was locally understood, or at least seized upon, as an infraction against 
a larger collective by a rival group. The reaction to this violation had to assert the 
position of Payenda’s rivals; it had to be a reaction that showed that Payenda and 
his group were not above, but of equal standing to, other groups, and that simulta- 
neously could undermine his grip on power. The “state” here features as a vehicle 
for intergroup competition, a competition where authority over women serves as 
a marker of position and status. In other words, the renegotiation of power hier- 
archies in Sarepul—in which official positions constituted an important resource 
and which in the last decades had become increasingly open-ended as war offered 
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novel ways for previously marginal groups to assert themselves—took place, in 
part, through public contestations over claims over women. Government courts 
and the media provided new arenas for such claims, which should be understood 
as assertions of position and status, expressed through the idiom of honor. But in 
these new arenas, the claims were framed somewhat differently. When Bashira’s 
uncle appeared on national television, he did not ask President Karzai to arrange 
a baad from Payenda’s family (such a demand could not have been expressed or 
granted openly), but he asked for the government to see to it that the rapists would 
feel the full force of the law. The rape was still spoken of as a violation of family 
honor, but demands of government action were framed in the language of justice 
and punishment. 

It was this kind of language that led many outsiders and national actors to be- 
lieve that something novel was happening—that people were now bravely speak- 
ing out against the violations visited upon their daughters by government allies, 
breaking a taboo in a desperate bid for some kind of reparation. Admittedly, the 
Bashira case and other episodes from Sarepul were novel in the way the victims 
families were willing to openly mobilize national public opinion for their case. 
Still, the exceptional intensity with which public redress was sought must be un- 
derstood as an extension of factional political conflict, played out, in part, in the 
public arenas of the media and the courts, rather than as an attempt by families to 
rearticulate government obligations to its (male) citizens. 


CONCLUSIONS 


The last decade has seen a significant amount of popular mobilization around rape 
cases in Afghanistan, and specifically around the state's obligation to hold perpe- 
trators accountable. In this chapter, I have explored the broader significance of 
these developments, asking whether they have entailed transformations in gender 
relations or in governance in Afghanistan. Did they signal a new status for women 
in which violations of their bodily integrity were considered a public matter, and 
did this, in turn, suggest an extension of the domains of state power? Feminist lit- 
erature offers plenty of warnings for those tempted to equate strong state action or 
public reactions on rape with gender justice, showing how sanctions against sexual 
violence can be integral to or appropriated by a host of other projects (Miller 2004; 
Halley et al. 2006; Bumiller 2008). Much of this literature has focused on so-called 
strong states, where legal interventions might be used as mechanisms of social con- 
trol of marginalized groups or of women’s private lives. In Afghanistan, where—as 
in other weak states—legal interventions are less institutionalized, assertive state 
action is typically the result of the mobilization of social groups around specific 
incidents. As a result, state interventions can be less predictable and may or may 
not support feminist agendas (Roychowdhury 2016). 
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As the cases in this chapter showed, intensified state regulation of gender vio- 
lence and relations in Afghanistan did not necessarily lead to a more equal status 
for women. On the contrary, government regulation affirmed predominant gen- 
der ideologies by limiting itself to women well within the category of the unques- 
tionably virtuous. Moreover, public discourse often validated family control over 
female bodies and specifically notions of honor, whereby male family members 
could claim a stake in women's sexuality.” Likewise, public discourse did not nec- 
essarily indicate a permanent increase in the government’ interest or ability in 
regulating and policing matters of sexuality (i.e., as a stronger state expanding its 
domain and control of kinship power). The case from Sarepul shows that what 
could appear as a question of government obligations to uphold citizen’s honor 
was perhaps better understood as a struggle for power between local groups. 
Appreciating this requires a shift in our perspective on the state itself; the gov- 
ernment was not acted upon as a coherent structure, but as a vehicle of factional 
struggle. Through this lens, gender violence as a governance issue (i.e., a site of 
government action and intervention) was but one chapter in an ongoing struggle 
over power and resources. 

I believe that the Sarepul case also illustrates the pitfalls of regarding the lan- 
guage of honor as somehow integral to a non-state logic of “kinship” society. 
According to the evolutionary perspectives often applied to Afghanistan (see 
introduction), honor (namus) is a “tribal” value, consonant with a pre-state so- 
cial system based on kinship, egalitarianism, autonomy, and the strict seclusion 
of women. If such idioms make an appearance in state arenas, they are typically 
considered spillovers from the tribal system, where they properly belong, and it 
is assumed that they eventually will be eradicated by the modernizing touch of 
the state. The Sarepul case unsettles such binaries particularly well. It shows that 
honor, as a vocabulary of power and boundary marking, as a way of articulating 
violations and entitlements, can equally be employed in struggles over state power 
as employed in struggles against it. It is often those with a degree of influence and 
access to the state who can utilize official positions and public arenas to pursue 
gender violations—whether as a standalone issue or as a component of larger po- 
litical projects—as was the case in Sarepul. 


Conclusions 


Protection at a Price? 


On a beautiful Friday in April 2015, I was sitting in my garden in Kabul, relaxing 
and chatting with a friend. I cannot remember how it came up, but somehow the 
conversation turned to the murder of a woman named Farkhunda a month earlier. 
“You can see how it happened,” my male Afghan friend said. “There is this anger, 
a feeling that many women are being provocative on purpose. First, it was that girl 
who went around not far from here without pants and scarf. And then the other 
one who was protesting—the one who had that metal dress showing off her body. 
And finally Farkhunda—that was reaction to all of it. Some people think certain 
women are just going too far” I remember feeling both perplexed and upset with 
my friend’s argument. “But these were three completely different things, I pro- 
tested. “It’s unfair to put them together like that. That girl who went around with 
bare legs—the one who was filmed and put on the internet—clearly she was in 
distress; she did not do it to protest. Maybe she had run away from some situation 
at her house—what do we know? It wasn’t the same as the girl who was protest- 
ing sexual harassment with that metal thing” This woman, a performance artist 
named Kubra Khademi had dressed up in self-designed body armor emphasiz- 
ing her breasts and bottom, and braved a short walk through Kot-e Sangi, a busy 
suburb not far from Kabul University. She had been mobbed by male pedestrians 
and had gone into hiding after pictures and videos of her performance act had 
circulated in social media. “And Farkhunda,” I continued. “That was something 
different again. She . . . well, doesn't it scare you, people being killed on the streets 
of Kabul just because someone shouts that they are infidels? It could happen to 
one of us, too.” I wasn’t very articulate that day, but I was trying to appeal to my 
friend’s deep antipathy to religious fanaticism, trying to somehow induce him to 


169 


170 CONCLUSIONS 


show more solidarity, to see Farkhunda’s murder as a danger to us all, not as some 
understandable or at least explainable reaction to women “going too far.” 

But, of course, there were stark gendered dimensions to what had happened to 
Farkhunda. To the mob that had killed her at Kabul’s Shah-e Do Shamshira shrine, 
she represented everything that had to be opposed—a woman trespassing in pub- 
lic space, questioning male authority on religious issues, who then quickly turned 
into an infidel, burning the Quran, probably on the instruction of the Americans. 
I had been in Norway at the time of the murder, and I found myself on national 
television struggling to explain how it was possible that a woman could be lynched 
in the center of Kabul in front of a large group of people, with nobody—not even 
the police observing the crowd—intervening to stop it. I felt that the interviewer 
wanted me to paint a picture in which Afghan society was hopelessly primitive, 
captive to misogyny and backwardness beyond redemption—to confirm that 
Western efforts to modernize it and to save its women had been misguided from 
the start. In the few seconds available to me, it was difficult to communicate that 
while the radicalized politics of the last decades had made the murder possible, 
it was far from an ordinary occurrence somehow in line with traditional Afghan 
culture. To most Kabulis, the public murder of a woman by strangers was abhor- 
rent and shocking. 

What happened afterward was also remarkable, again suggesting that many 
Afghans had found the killing abhorrent. At Farkhunda’s burial, a small group of 
women carried her coffin. It was a highly symbolic act in Afghanistan, where, as 
a rule, this is a task performed by men. At the time of her funeral, so soon after 
her death, it was still not clear exactly what had taken place at the shrine. The 
prevailing story was still that Farkhunda had burnt the Quran. Thus, the women 
who carried her coffin did so with considerable bravery, given the fact that they 
could easily fall prey to the same hateful and dangerous rhetoric and be painted as 
the accomplices of an infidel. By and large, they were not part of the more estab- 
lished women’s rights networks that have featured prominently in this book—the 
groups that were running shelters, advocating for the EVAW law, and taking part 
in the many policy and advocacy events in Kabul. The women in those groups 
typically had a background in NGO work in Peshawar (Azarbaijani- Moghaddam 
2006) or had held government positions during the communist era. Instead, the 
women who carried Farkhunda’s coffin and took part in her burial were mostly 
of a younger generation, with various professional backgrounds and were not en- 
gaged in full-time women’s rights work. They were also more radical. Many were 
self-declared feminists and appeared less intimidated by the prospect of being la- 
beled by the mujahedin or the religious establishment. However, a few days later, 
thousands gathered for the largest demonstration seen in Kabul since the 1980s. 
At that point, it had been clearly established that Farkhunda had not burnt the 
Quran. She was, in fact, a deeply religious woman who had challenged the shrine 
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keepers for what she considered an un-Islamic practice—profiting from selling 
tawiz—amulets containing pieces of holy scripture. 

Although some of the perpetrators of the murder were quickly arrested, the 
legal case was complicated and remains inconclusive as I write this. It is not my 
intention to probe into the details of the case here. Rather, I bring it up as an il- 
lustration of two things. First, the murder of Farkhunda showed with terrifying 
clarity how potent the mix of gendered and religious denunciation could be. To 
her raging attackers, Farkhunda embodied all that was subversive, dangerous, and 
insulting in the post-2001 order—a woman asserting herself in public, attacking 
religion, instigated by foreigners. As my friend had detected, they felt justified in 
reining in a woman who had gone too far. Their reaction was given divine sanc- 
tion by the now-routine framing of women who stepped out of line as religious 
detractors. But second, the aftermath of the killing hinted at something that has 
been largely absent in the processes covered in this book: a broad, popular mobi- 
lization confronting its adversaries head on. There had been small street demon- 
strations in Kabul on a few occasions, but nothing remotely close to the scale of 
what happened on March 24, 2015, when thousands of people marched to protest 
the killing of Farkhunda. It was as if the demonstrators’ realization that their worst 
fears had become true prompted a determination to take a more direct and open 
stand against conservative forces. The large demonstration and—before that—the 
women carrying Farkhunda’s coffin at her burial, represented a stark contrast to 
the more discreet, cautious, and often donor-dependent approaches featuring cen- 
trally in the processes discussed in this book. 

My purpose in this book has been to explore the effects, limits, and politics 
of the focus on gender violence in post-2001 Afghanistan. My starting point was 
the fact that attempts to define and regulate acts of gender violence offer a win- 
dow into shifting relations of gender, power, and governance. I set out to explore 
concrete processes and strategies through which definitions of gender violence 
have been articulated and renegotiated, and sovereign domains and jurisdictions 
claimed, affirmed, or disputed. The trajectory of the EVAW law has been central 
to my investigations. Derived in parts from the global VAW discourse, it defined 
violence against women in terms of violations of their bodily integrity (e.g., rape, 
forced marriage, and beating) as well as their civil rights (e.g., deprivation of in- 
heritance and denial of access to education, work, and health care). As the EVAW 
law was reviewed in Parliament, there was a clear tendency toward reinstating 
some of the authority of fathers and husbands over their daughters and wives. For 
instance, fathers were exempted for punishment in cases of forced marriage, since 
it was argued that they were better placed to determine what was in their underage 
daughter's interest. But there were also attempts to ensure women their part of the 
deal; for instance, the nonpayment of wives’ maintenance was inserted as a form 
of violence against women. Had the process in Parliament been completed and the 
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EVAW law ratified there, it is conceivable that the law would have defined gen- 
der violence in ways that partly constituted women as independent legal persons 
whose bodily integrity and sexual autonomy was inviolable and partly as gendered 
beings who, by virtue of being women, could call upon certain male obligations, 
such as maintenance. The latter would have amounted to a public regulation of 
patriarchy, curbing male and family excesses and guaranteeing women their part 
of the Afghan “patriarchal bargain” (Kandiyoti 1988). Instead, the law was kept as a 
decree and in the form that it was enacted as such. In other words, the compromis- 
es that a broader national settlement would have entailed were avoided through 
the ability to mobilize executive power, partly by international pressure. 

Having explored battles unfolding on Afghanistan's legal terrain, I turned to 
two key parts of the institutional infrastructure that had been erected through 
similar dynamics as the EVAW law: the specialized prosecution units for crimes of 
violence against women and the women’s shelters. The prosecution units were es- 
tablished through donor funds and initiatives. It was hoped that these units would 
provide a space where acts of gender violence could be pursued in insulation from 
the challenges affecting the overall justice system—a kind of ring-fenced site of 
intervention where reform could be fast-tracked. However, my analysis of the spe- 
cialized unit in Kabul showed the limits of the kind of top-down change that the 
coalition behind the EVAW law was trying to bring about. As long as broader 
relations reinforcing women’s dependence within the family remained intact, the 
unit was poised to do little more than to serve as a recourse for marital difficulties, 
as opposed to an institution enforcing the law. Yet even if this was not the kind of 
purpose the backers of the unit had envisaged, it still provided many women with 
a curtailed kind of empowerment. The shelters, on the other hand, were able to 
function as autonomous spaces, out of reach of the restraining power of conser- 
vative national actors. This enabled them to avoid the kind of concessions that a 
stronger national anchoring would have entailed, such as a more rigid screening of 
residents based on chastity. At the same time, the shelters were dependent on for- 
eign funding and entangled in geopolitical tropes about saving Afghan women. In 
turn, their residents became reliant on the shelters for their survival, as they often 
had few prospects of being reintegrated back into broader society. 

I started this research by posing the question of whether gender violence was 
becoming a governance or state matter in Afghanistan. Taking my cue from the 
literature on expanding state regulation over family and kinship, I wondered what 
such a shift would mean for gender relations and state power—a shift in which 
the state assumed a larger responsibility for intervening in acts of gender violence. 
However, as became evident fairly quickly, I could also have asked if gender vio- 
lence in Afghanistan was becoming a global governance issue. The book has drawn 
upon insights of the literature on global governmentality and transnational gender 
activism to demonstrate how this has indeed been the case. The promotion and 
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implementation of the EVAW law, the specialized prosecution units, and the in- 
stitution of shelters came about through transnationally constituted assemblages 
and only to some extent were routed through the Afghan state. These efforts were 
certainly not driven by the centralizing impulses of an Afghan ruler seeking to 
expand the power of government by drawing women into the circle of govern- 
ment justice, wresting away the autonomy of their male relatives. In fact, President 
Karzai’s strategy on violence against women was much more opportunistic and ap- 
peared primarily informed by his efforts to create and maintain personal alliances. 
As one activist suggested to me, unlike King Amanullah or the PDPA, “Karzai is 
not personally committed to women’ rights, but he is committed to the interna- 
tional funding that comes with it?’ Neither were there any signs that the Afghan 
president attempted to use government courts to achieve tighter state regulation 
of family and kinship in order to centralize power. As the Sarepul case shows, the 
government's response to issues such as rape was reactive and entangled in patri- 
monial politics. Whether by effect or intent, the EVAW law, the shelters, and, to 
some extent, the special prosecution units instead constructed a globalized zone of 
protection for Afghan women, dependent on external funds and political pressure. 

My argument that the specific shape that formal sanctions of gender relations 
takes is not preordained by religion, culture, or other fixed societal attributes, but 
contingent on situated politics, resonates with academic literature on gender in the 
Middle East and beyond. Research on women and legal protection in the Middle 
East has documented the importance of the state’s local power bases (Kandiyoti 
1991; Molyneux 1995; Joseph 2000; Charrad 2001) for how women’s rights are en- 
shrined and enforced in government frameworks. This book has added another 
dimension to this literature by underlining the importance of zooming out beyond 
national borders when mapping the political constituencies shaping government 
policies. By pointing to the many and sometimes contradictory ways in which 
international pressure and funding shaped interventions into gender violence in 
Afghanistan, I have highlighted how transnational coalitions and political agendas 
can be as important for outcomes as national constituencies. An important part of 
this historicized perspective has been to unsettle the national state as the ultimate, 
self-contained unit of reference and guarantor of claims. As Kim-Puri notes, the 
theorization of the state in line with recent insights understanding it as a contin- 
gent set of institutions and relations (as opposed to a monolithic structure) has 
largely been absent in feminist sociology (Kim-Puri 2005: 144). Moreover, trans- 
national feminist studies, while attending to the asymmetries and inequalities pro- 
duced by the flows of global capital and geopolitics, have not explored in detail 
how the state has been reconfigured as a consequence of such flows. 

The book has set up an analytical frame that sees state institutions as immersed 
in and partly expressive of transnational processes. It has done this by drawing 
upon the work of Sassen and others, demonstrating how the very notion of the 
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Afghan state, as a nationally contained, unitary, sovereign body makes little sense 
in the context of interventions into gender violence in Afghanistan. I have shown, 
for instance, how in the case of the EVAW law and in the push to end impunity for 
gender violence, certain state capabilities were reoriented toward more global proj- 
ects (Sassen 2008). National institutions—courts, prosecutors, and the legislative 
bodies—became part of a globalized sovereign regime, in which Afghan women's 
security was made a global concern and ultimately guaranteed by external funds 
and pressure. In other words, the Afghan state was denationalized, in the sense of 
being reassembled as a vehicle for the operation of global sovereign claims. 

However, if there was a global EVAW law assemblage working through national 
institutions, it should also be said that this assemblage was in no sense a totaliz- 
ing, unidirectional force. National institutions did not simply seamlessly facilitate 
a global order. Rather, global templates intersected with local dynamics in ways 
that produced outcomes distinct to Afghanistan. The processes traced in chapter 2 
show that rather than being two contradictory forces, personalized politics and 
external reform attempts often reinforced each other in particular ways. Executive 
power was strengthened as Western diplomats, looking for swift results, preferred 
to deal with the cabinet and the president rather than the unwieldy and capricious 
Parliament. But this strategy also enabled President Karzai to strengthen his per- 
sonal power base through the granting of favors in an exchange of offerings and 
loyalty. He gifted the EVAW law to two of his constituencies—women activists 
and Western supporters. At the same time, he also bestowed on other of his con- 
stituencies a gift that, in some ways, cancelled out the EVAW law—the Shia law. 
Similarly, the emphasis placed on output and fundraising by the “NGO-ization” of 
women’s activism also fed into personalized and patron-client politics, reflecting 
the link between development brokerage and patron-client systems pointed out by 
Olivier de Sardan (2005: 174). Overall, the force of the EVAW law assemblage was 
paradoxically both enabled and constrained by its dependence on the diplomatic 
and financial leverage of NATO countries. The short plenary debate about the law 
in Parliament in May 2013 served to underline the partial nature of its reach and its 
ambiguous status. And by 2015, it seemed possible that the entire law, so central to 
both local and donor-driven gender activism for almost a decade, could be turned 
into a historical footnote by the creation of comprehensive new penal code. 

Nor was the EVAW law assemblage the only transnationally constituted sov- 
ereign claim in the field of gender violence. There was a significant difference be- 
tween the more technocratic and international coalition that formed around the 
EVAW law and the more directly geopolitical agendas of NATO military victory 
being mobilized around the shelters. If, as Lisa Hajjar and others argue, struggles 
over women’s rights are also struggles over authority, and if increased regulation 
of gender violence is also about expanding power, this book underlines the need 
to be open-minded about exactly what forms of authority and power are being 
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expanded. We cannot meaningfully limit ourselves to predetermined templates 
(such as the state or global governance). Instead, we must map and dissect the ac- 
tual constellations (or assemblages) that define and adjudicate gender violence in 
practice. The overall picture that emerges from subjecting the landscape of gender 
and violence in post-2001 Afghanistan to such a survey is one of fragmentation 
and partial-ness. And this is to say nothing of the shrinking control exercised over 
territory within Afghanistan's borders by either government officials or the inter- 
national military—even within the contracting space that they operated in, there 
was no singular policy, institution, or sovereign power. The political and legal or- 
ders enforcing claims and counterclaims, the moral universes that gender relations 
were inserted into, and the bureaucratic machineries through which problems were 
delineated and remedied were multiple and evolving, appearing in historically spe- 
cific configurations. Afghanistan in the first two decades of the new millennium 
revealed a thin but not inconsequential constellation of women’s activists and pro- 
gressive justice officials and diplomats, boosted by international funding and alli- 
ances. Sometimes entangled in orientalist tropes of saving Afghan women, its reach 
was compromised by its top-down mode of operation, but also by the dynamics of 
patronage politics and the war that was engulfing most of the country. The war- 
ring parties also launched their own attempts at rule through justice—the Taliban 
insurgents with their ostensibly pure sharia and (as I have discussed elsewhere in 
more detail) the foreign military with their experiments in tribal and traditional 
governance (Wimpelmann 2013). I problematized the notions of total, determinate 
logics further by showing how discourses of honor can function as a vocabulary of 
demands and assertions in struggles over access to state power. The cases discussed. 
in chapter 5 and 6 demonstrated that gender ideologies where women were sub- 
sumed under family sovereignty operated across the social field and were not in 
any sense reducible to non-state, “tribal” structures or worlds. 

From the perspective of feminist politics, the fragmentation characterizing the 
field of gender violence appeared both as an opportunity and a problem. It en- 
abled forms of intervention that were somewhat autonomous from the conserva- 
tive gender ideologies espoused by important power holders. But at the same time, 
these interventions were dependent on problematic, sometimes overtly imperial 
alliances. Moreover, in practice, they were constantly compromised by legal and 
social practices that castigated female autonomy, sexual and otherwise. The indi- 
vidual cases analyzed in part 3 of the book illustrated that what was often at stake 
in the contestations regarding the definitions of, interventions into, and protective 
measures against violence against women was the degree to which kin—in partic- 
ular, male relatives and husbands—could claim legitimate interest in and authority 
over female sexuality. Runaway girls, safe houses for women, and government- 
mandated punishments for forced marriage or honor killings all potentially chal- 
lenged or renegotiated notions and assertions that subordinated women to their 
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families. Yet the totality of legal practices and the social relations underpinning 
them mostly went in the other direction. As chapter 4 showed, the legal apparatus 
operated with an extremely broad definition of female moral transgression. Not 
only was zina—sexual intercourse outside of or prior to marriage—a criminal act, 
but also, women’s very presence outside of government or family surveillance was 
made into an offense, suggesting that what was at stake was the prospect of female 
autonomy per se. Similarly, the problematization of women’s existence outside of 
the family unit had ramifications for the degree to which justice institutions were 
able (or inclined) to punish gender violence. Because women’s prospects for sur- 
vival outside of family settings were so limited, both justice officials and women 
themselves often preferred reconciliation with their abusers or their families rather 
than criminal sanctions. To some, this was an unproblematic and culturally appro- 
priate solution—MOWA, for instance, in its 2014 report on the implementation of 
the EVAW law, had stated, “Mediation . . . has emerged as the most preferred and 
commonly used method of resolution of cases of violence against women because 
it respects the sanctity of ‘family’ as a unit and is in consonance with cultural tradi- 
tions” (MOWA 2014: 12). 

However, this conservative and ahistorical statement was, in fact, a symptom 
that the post-2001 focus on gender violence had left much of the structural re- 
lations that underpinned women’s vulnerability to family violence unquestioned 
and intact. Kapur, analyzing the Indian women’s movement, suggests that there is 
an inherent tension between attempts to delineate an indigenous, “culturally ap- 
propriate” feminism and pursuing equality between the sexes. She is worth quot- 
ing at some length. 


[Feminism in India] has been charged with being a product of “decadent Western 
capitalism” . . . based on a foreign culture of no relevance to women in the Third 
World. Therefore, feminists have adamantly denied allegations of being Western and 
have sought to establish a distinctively Indian feminism, based on the notion of an 
authentic Indian woman, one who is routinely a victim of oppression and violence. 
Any discussion of female choice, especially in sexual matters, has been muted. Sexual 
pleasure per se has been regarded by many within the women’s movement as a foreign 
contaminant and something that distinguishes Indian women and culture from the 
“West.” Thus the women’s movement in India has remained simultaneously tied to a 
revolutionary and a nonrevolutionary sensibility. It continues to invest in an essen- 
tialist and conservative notion of Indian culture and womanhood while pursuing the 
revolutionary enterprise of achieving equality between men and women. This ten- 
sion continues to inform feminists’ engagements with the law, which have focused 
on securing formal equal rights with men without disrupting the dominant cultural, 
familial and sexual norms that define Indian womanhood. (Kapur 2012: 336) 


While Kapur is far from the first scholar to point to the complicated relation- 
ship between postcolonial feminism and nationalism (Chatterjee 1993; Yuval 
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Davis 1997; Parker et al. 1992), she goes on to argue that the focus on the “authen- 
tic women” has enabled an alliance between third-world feminism and a certain 
strand of Western feminism. For this alliance, a joint focus on violence against 
women has been a natural common ground. This focus disrupts neither gender 
nor global hierarchies, instead it reinforces at all levels the notion of the women 
of the Global South affected by gender violence as a “victim-subject” in need of 
protectionist intervention. In post-2001 Afghanistan, the dynamics underpinning 
this protectionist logic were unusually pronounced. There was constant slippage 
between women’s general ability to live, move, and support themselves outside of 
family settings and their morality and chastity. In turn, women’s chastity—or mere 
non-deference—was routinely translated into questions of religious adherence, 
intertwined with notions of national resistance to Western impositions. Thus, all 
kinds of female defiance—escaping the family home, living in a shelter, setting up 
an independent household, attempting to marry a man of one’s choice, arguing for 
women’s civil rights, questioning male religious authority—could be constructed 
as defiance against Islam. This would cause a woman to enter a perilous terrain 
where charges of ultimate betrayal—being a nonbeliever—could be easily invoked. 

Of course, religion, as elsewhere, did not appear in a “pure” form, and so there 
were competing ways of envisioning women’s positions, interwoven with ideolo- 
gies of conservative nationalism (in the articulation of the jihadis) or modernist 
enlightenment (in the articulation of Afghan feminists and liberal religious schol- 
ars). However, as witnessed, for instance, in the parliamentary debate over the 
EVAW law, the jihadi version tended to prevail. This was based on a number of 
contingent factors, among which were the former mujahedin’s powers of intimida- 
tion, their ability to mobilize around the need for national and religious assertion 
in the midst ofa political order underwritten by Western infidels, and their appeal 
to patriarchal sentiments. The broader backdrop was a constant tension between 
three key aspects of the post-2001 order: foreign military operations, the reha- 
bilitation of the mujahedin, and external attempts to promote Afghan women’s 
rights. In a setting where many power holders evidently owed much of their cur- 
rent positions to Western funds and armed support, taking a conservative position 
on women’s rights became a valuable way of demonstrating one’s nationalist and 
Islamic credentials. 

In this landscape, there were few attempts to directly confront the gender ide- 
ologies that placed an absolute premium on female propriety. Discussions about 
forced marriage or the shelters emphasized women’s right to choose their own hus- 
bands and to be free of family violence, but they did not attempt to dethrone the 
imperative of female chastity. Thus, the validity of a distinguishing line between 
“good” and “bad” women, between those deserving protection and those beyond 
the pale of respectability, was not fundamentally disrupted. Instead, the line was 
merely pushed back and forth. Perhaps, for Afghan women, who only a decade 
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earlier had been banned from the public domain altogether, and for whom public 
presence was still extremely tenuous, this was far too risky a topic. Most already 
felt the need to carefully maintain a virtuous public persona. To enter into a debate 
that would put them in solidarity with non-chaste women would almost certainly 
taint them as “bad women” or outcasts. Neither did international actors challenge 
the distinction per se. Although U.N. staff and others were supportive of the efforts 
to distinguish zina from running away and from rape, they did not challenge the 
criminalization of zina, which could have been framed as interfering in religious 
issues. All things considered, the interest, whether genuine or strategic, that many 
Western governments held in promoting women’s rights in Afghanistan constantly 
clashed with other objectives, such as stability and force protection and a general 
wish not to add to a local image of occupiers unduly interfering in religious and 
social life. Moreover, the dominant aid modality in Afghanistan—project delivery 
through private contractors and NGOs—tended to favor measurable outputs and 
individual achievements over broader and more political mobilization. 

It was no wonder then that Western support to Afghan women’s rights mainly 
took the form of narrow, targeted interventions rather than investment in more 
transformative change, reinforcing the overall “protect and rescue” approach that 
characterized efforts against gender violence in the decade and half following the 
2001 invasion. The shelters were, in many ways, a prime example of this narrow 
approach. They were able to evade local binaries between chaste and unchaste 
women by partly exiting national regulatory mechanisms. But this reinforced 
their dependence on external backers, and shelter residents themselves were 
often unable to move out of the shelters, because of the strong social sanctions 
against women living on their own. In this sense, they were also left in a state of 
dependence—on the continued support of the shelters. 

I would suggest that in many ways, Afghan women and feminists were facing 
the choice of two models of protection. Protection, as a number of feminist writ- 
ers have pointed out is a hierarchical, often gendered concept, entailing a bargain 
of material and physical protection against loyalty, propriety, and subordination 
(Kandiyoti 1988; Kapur 2002; Young 2003; Miller 2004). Familial, national, and 
transnational bargains of protection in return for “propriety” should be placed in 
the same analytical frame; all entail demands for loyalty, dependence, and submis- 
sion. The book has shown how protection, whether extended to Afghan women by 
male guardians, by government courts, or by the shelters, routinely came with de- 
mands to conform to certain normative ideals. Exactly what these ideals comprised 
was somewhat contentious—women could be deemed unworthy of protection (or 
deserving of violent punishment) for defying husbands’ authority, for unauthor- 
ized public forays, or for being in the company of unrelated men, although sexual 
indiscretions were a fairly agreed-upon disqualifier. In other words, and as many 
Afghan feminists complained, women were asked to renounce their autonomy, 
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sexually and otherwise, in return for protection. But there was also a price to be 
paid for the protection afforded by the laws and institutions that, in part, were 
realized through transnational actors. The price for the EVAW law was to bypass 
the parliamentary process and thus the opportunity for the politics of women’s 
rights to be anchored in broader local constituencies. Instead, the law was quietly 
promoted through informal Kabul-based networks, reinforcing a political mode 
bearing more resemblance to court politics than any kind of broad-based women's 
movement. This made gains dependent on good relations with the presidential 
palace, which, in turn, differentiated between women politically affiliated with the 
executive and those closer to the opposition. And a tenuous local anchoring was 
not the only price to pay for transnationally derived protection. The NGOs run- 
ning the shelters, and the transnational alliances they were part of, often mobilized 
orientalist tropes of saving Afghan women in a way that rendered them dependent 
on salvation by NATO. In this sense, renegotiating one hierarchy often meant get- 
ting entangled in another. The shelters, while out of familial and government su- 
pervision, became beholden to Western good will—and even military force. 

Yet to what extent would it be realistic to expect Afghan women to negotiate a 
position independent from all of these sets of relations? One must be alert to the 
danger that the notion of “pure” or autonomous women’s movements becomes an 
ideal that holds practical feminist gains hostage (Roy 2011). Understanding the 
definitions of and jurisdiction over gender violence as forged out of historicized 
struggles also brings into view the fact that possibilities mostly come attached with 
some accommodations and trade-offs. For instance, the alternative to keeping the 
EVAW law as a presidential decree was a modified version in Parliament—where 
it looked fated to become subject to problematic amendments, or where it could 
even have been rejected altogether. To many of the supporters of the EVAW law, 
the opportunity to have, for the first time in history, a law that directly addressed 
abuses against Afghan women was too important to let pass, even if the way it was 
obtained was far from perfect. Many of them saw no prospects or time to engage 
in broader mobilization and coalition building. Although the victory of getting the 
EVAW law decreed seemed to bring with it some kind of external dependence, as 
many Afghan feminist pointed out, the price of gaining the “protection” of one’s 
family or husband could also be very high. And so could submitting to the de- 
mands of government and their conservative constituencies, as the attempts to 
establish a screening regime of the shelters testified to. 

Perhaps the uncomfortable truth is that we must abandon the ideal of total 
autonomy; all guarantees have to be negotiated with someone. Afghanistan during 
the first decade and a half after the 2001 invasion is a particular stark reminder of 
this. Carefully laying out the nature and background of such compromises, which 
is what this book has attempted to do, is therefore not the same as condemning 
those who make them. It must also be kept in mind that the terms of these kind 
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of bargains are never set in stone. It is too early to say what will be the long-term 
legacy of the struggles over gender violence in Afghanistan during the last fifteen 
years. Maybe, as many women rights advocates hope, the infrastructure erected 
with international support will gradually consolidate and expand, slowly washing 
away the significance of the compromises and external dependence that brought 
it into being. 


NOTES 


INTRODUCTION 


1. In Afghanistan, where government registers often do not exist and war has caused 
displacement, it may be possible for someone to falsely deny an actually existing family 
relationship, for instance, to a sister or a sister-in-law. 

2. In most Afghan communities, bride-price (walwar) has long been an integral part 
of weddings, with large sums and assets being transferred to the bride’s family (primarily 
her father) from the groom and his family. Bride-price is widely spoken of as a social ill 
that impoverishes young men and because corrupt fathers marry their daughters to old or 
otherwise unsuitable husbands, yet it has proven difficult to curtail. 

3. The term mujahed (plural, mujahedin) means “one engaged in jihad,” but mujahedin 
usually refers to the resistance fighters who fought the pro-Soviet government of Afghani- 
stan during the Cold War. After the Taliban was removed from power in 2001, many former 
mujahedin commanders (some of whom had been partners to the American-led invasion) 
gained important positions in government, the security apparatus, and Parliament. See 
chapter 1 for more details on their post-2001 rehabilitation to power. 

4. Interview with a human rights official, Mazar-e Sharif, March 2010. 

5. Schueller (2011) points out that critiques of colonial rescue binaries also comes from 
“within,” from Western accounts that do not problematize the U.S.-led invasion but none- 
theless seek to rehabilitate Afghan women’s agency. Statements such as “Afghan women can 
save themselves, and I need to be saved too’ (7) invite an individualized crosscultural soli- 
darity without attending to different positions inhabited by Afghan and Western women. 

6. In his 1996 book Heroes of the Age, David Edwards introduces his hypothesis that 
Afghanistan's troubles over the last decade in the last instance can be explained by “certain 
deep-seated moral contradictions that press against each other like tectonic plates at geo- 
logical fault lines below the surface of events” (3). Honor, Islam, and the rule of the state are 
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to Edwards distinct moral orders that are in many respects “incompatible with one another” 
(4). However in his 2002 sequel, Edwards appears open to a revision of this hypothesis 
observing that by the mid-twentieth century, “old divisions” were breaking down and divi- 
sions (e.g., between tribe and state) were becoming blurred, opening up possibilities for 
new hybrid orders. (Edwards 2002: 102-3). 

7. Kamali’s (1985) discussion of family law is a partial exception, although this detailed 
discussion on Afghan family law, constitutions, and the judiciary is a conventional legal 
study that does not explicitly consider how law is productive of gender and power. 

8. This is particularly the case with rape and sexual violence. But see work on Otto- 
man Egypt (Sonbol 1997; Kozma 2004) and Pakistan (Quraishi 2000; Zia 1994; Lau 2007). 
“Honor killings” as a state sanctioning of relatives’ claim over female family members have 
received somewhat more attention. 

9. Given this dearth of earlier scholarly work, this book contains a rather extensive dis- 
cussion on the evolvement of the Afghan legal system (see chapter 1). 


CHAPTER 1. INTRUSIONS, INVASIONS, AND INTERVENTIONS 


1. Field notes, Kabul, July 23, 2009. 

2. In Muslim countries, the basis of law has been the will of God, as revealed in the 
Quran and in the exemplary sayings and actions of the Prophet (the Sunnah). Sharia is 
defined as “The rules given by God to His servants” (Peters 2003: 82) and covers both what 
is considered the field of law in the West and other areas of life, such as prayer and fasting. 
Figh, on the other hand, refers to the methodology of ascertaining legal conclusions from 
divine sources (the Quran and the Sunnah). Thus “if sharia is God’s law, fiqh is the scholarly 
discourse aimed at formulating the prescriptions of the sharia on the basis of the revealed 
texts and using various hermeneutic devices.” (Peters 2003: 84) There are five major such 
established fiqh schools; Hanafi, Maliki, Shafii, and Hanbali (all Sunni) and Jafari (Shia). 
Fiqh texts are not law codes, but scholarly discussions where different perspectives are jux- 
taposed. Such texts do not contain unequivocal or authoritative provisions. Instead, issuing 
legal rulings have historically been at the discretion of religiously trained scholars, by virtue 
of their knowledge of fiqh as a scholarly discourse. However, contemporary Muslim states 
(with the exception of Saudi Arabia) have codified laws in most domains, depriving the 
ulema of their legal monopoly in the process. 

3. Nawid points out that “although British sources refer consistently to Amanullah’s ap- 
athy towards religious groups, other sources indicate that he cultivated excellent personal 
relations with eminent religious leaders in Kabul long before ascending the throne” (Nawid 
1999: 57). 

4. For an overview of Amanullah’s nizam-namas, see Polluda 1973: 66-91. 

5. The category hadd (plural, hudood) includes crimes for which there are immutable 
punishments (punishments believed to have been set by God: amputation, stoning, or lash- 
ing); qisas includes crimes for which relatives or victims were allowed retaliation; diat refers 
to crimes that can be settled by compensation or “blood money”; and tazir applies to crimes 
for which punishments were discretionary (determined by a judge) and for purposes of 
prevention and deterrence. 
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6. Even if hadd crimes are crimes for which punishments are regarded as immutable, 
scholars and Islamic judges have nonetheless understood the evidential requirements and 
exact definitions of and punishments for these crimes differently. Crimes normally catego- 
rized as hadd include zina (adultery), sariq (theft), harida (violent theft), qazf (false accusa- 
tion of zina), ridda (apostasy), and shurb kamr (consumption of alcohol) (Peters 2005: 53). 

7. Eastern tribes, who were facing the abolishment of existing privileges in conscription 
and taxation, were the other main group behind this rebellion, called the 1924 Khost rebel- 
lion (Polluda 1973). 

8. This Constitution was a relatively liberal document, but “in reality the King had more 
powers than any other head of a constitutional monarchy could dream of enjoying” (Saikal 
2004: 146). Article 15 of the Constitution stated, “The King is not accountable to anyone and 
shall be respected by all? 

9. Interview with female judge at the Supreme Court, Kabul, March 2015. According to 
this judge, there were around thirty female judges in Kabul at the time. They were generally 
placed in the family courts and were not considered for promotion. 

10. Like in many other Muslim countries, the Civil Code actually drew upon Maliki figh 
on the issue of divorce, since this school were more detailed in this question (Kamali 1985). 

u. Hudood is the plural form of hadd, qassas is an alternate spelling of qisas. On hadd, 
see note 5 in this chapter, for hadd, tazir, qisas, and diat, see note 4. 

12. For a more detailed discussion about the content of these two codes and the gender 
relations they sanctioned, see chapter 2. 

13. Interview with a former PDPA official, Kabul, February 2015. 

14. Interview with a former female judge, Kabul, March 2015. 

15. Interview with a female prosecutor, Herat, May 2015. 

16. Cited in Nawid 2007. 

17. The Sharia Ordinances on Veiling (Fatawa-ye shara’i -ye mawrad-e hijab), issued by 
the Afghan Supreme Court, 1994. 

18. Nancy Dupree reports that these restrictions were first enforced in a haphazard 
manner, varying from region to region and dependent on personalities, the degree of ac- 
commodation with aid agencies, and the level of administrative control (Dupree 1998). 
Restrictions became progressively harsher, particularly in the cities. Dupree also suggests 
that the written rules and regulations were mostly directed toward the U.N. aid groups 
and NGOs. “The general populace is informed of regulations over Radio Shariat” (156, 
n. 41). 

19. Interview with a religious leader, Herat, March 2015. 

20. According to a recent compilation of public executions during the Taliban period, 
there were at least seven executions, most of them by stoning, for adultery. The majority 
of these executions were of women (Strick 2015). The actual number, however, is probably 
somewhat higher. In addition, lashing (for premarital sex) was a frequent occurrence, as 
was amputation for theft. 

21. Interview with a former female judge, Kabul, February 2015. 

22. Although nationwide consultations were organized, the tight time schedule and the 
fact that the draft of the Constitution was not made available in advance meant that this 
exercise appeared mostly as symbolic window dressing (Suhrke 2011). The United States, 
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Interim President Karzai, and a bloc of military commanders dominated the subsequent 
Constitutional Jirga assembled in the capital to review and approve the document. 

23. Article 130 reads, “The courts in the cases under their consideration shall apply the 
provisions of this Constitution and other laws. Whenever no provision exits in the Consti- 
tution or the laws for a case under consideration, the court shall follow the provisions of 
the Hanafi jurisprudence and within the provisions set forth in this Constitution render a 
decision that secures justice in the best possible way.” 

24. For instance, Hartmann reports that Assadullah Sarwari, intelligence chief under 
the communist government, was sentenced to death with reference to this article, although 
the sentence was later changed to eighteen years in prison. His trial is the only case of pros- 
ecution for war crimes in Afghanistan to date. (Hartmann 2011: 187). 

25. Article 83 states that from each province, two of the elected members to the Lower 
House shall be females. Article 84 states that one-third of members of the Upper House will 
be presidential appointments, and half of them must be women. 

26. However, the Supreme Court was the institution authorized to interpret the 
Constitution. 

27. Royce Wiles, Finding Aid for Afghanistan Legislation and Translations, Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) (unpublished overview). 

28. A stage course is post-degree training program leading to a qualification to serve as 
a judge, prosecutor, or lawyer. A French term, its usage in Afghanistan reflects similarities 
with the French legal system—both countries have civil law systems. 

29. A 2008 presidential decree further strengthened the Supreme Court, authorizing it 
to increase or decrease punishments. Prior to this, the Supreme Court had only been only 
allowed to check cases for legal accuracy. These sessions were also attended by the repre- 
sentatives from the Attorney General's Office, but neither the accused nor defense lawyers 
were allowed to attend. 

30. For example, Abdul Rahman, indicted under article 130 for apostasy, was eventually de- 
clared mentally ill and taken to Italy. Sayed Pervez Kambash, found guilty under article 130 for 
blasphemy, was first given the death penalty, which was later reduced to the maximum prison 
sentence. He was pardoned by the president and repatriated to Norway. Two people charged 
with blasphemy were sentenced to twenty years in prison under article 130. See Hartmann 2011. 

31. Personal communication with IDLO staff, March 2015. 

32. One of the mujahedin parties receiving Western and Pakistani support during the 
1980s. 

33. Interview with USAID Rule of Law official, Kabul, July 2010. 


CHAPTER 2. “GOOD WOMEN HAVE NO NEED FOR THIS LAW” 


1. An earlier version of the first part of this chapter was published in Women’s Studies 
International Forum 51 (2015): 101-9. 

2. UNAMA Human Rights, Concerns on Shia Personal Status Law, August 18, 2009. On 
file with author. 

3. Ali Reza Rohani, presentation at seminar on the EVAW law, Kateb University, Kabul, 
December 16, 2009; interview with Huma Alizoi, judge, juvenile court, Kabul, February 8, 2010. 
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4. Dariis a gender-neutral language; it does not distinguish between gender in personal 
pronouns. The article could equally be translated: “A person, defending her honor, who sees 
her spouse.’ However, the article was understood to refer to men only. A woman who killed 
her adulterous husband or a male relative claiming defense of honor would make little 
sense, since male relatives’ sexual behavior did not reflect on women in this way. Moreover, 
as one of my informants stated, to kill a man caught in adulterous behavior on the spot was 
perilous, because men had to right to enter into polygamous marriages, and one could not 
know if the man had not recently married the woman he had been found with. Interview 
with Qazi Ahmed Nazir Hanafi, Kabul, January 2010. 

5. This title in the original is Zina, lawat va hatke namus. The term lawat, here trans- 
lated as “sodomy,” is often translated as “pederasty” or “‘active’ sodomy,” but also some- 
times as “homosexuality.” My research does not cover the theme of how homosexual 
practices are regulated by the Afghan government—a field that would benefit from future 
research. Some prosecutors suggested to me that they would pursue cases of lawat only 
if one person was a minor and that they would consider only the older party liable for 
prosecution. 

6. Neither the hadd punishments for zina (stoning or lashing) nor the evidentiary con- 
ditions (normally held to be four witnesses to the act of penetration or a voluntary confes- 
sion) required to apply such punishments was spelt out in the code. It should also be added 
that in theory, premarital and extramarital sex were only classified as zina when these evi- 
dentiary conditions were fulfilled. However, in everyday speak, many Afghans refer to all 
extramarital sex as zina, and the Penal Code also refers to adultery as zina also when the 
evidence to punish it as a hadd crime is not in existence. 

7. The Penal Code contains six “Principal Punishments”: (1) execution; (2) continued 
imprisonment (16-18 years); (3) long-term imprisonment (5-15 years); (4) medium-term 
imprisonment (1-5 years); (5) short-term imprisonment (24 hours-1 year); and (6) the pay- 
ment of a fine. 

8. Taqnin literally means “making a code” (qanun). 

9. However, the MOWAs offices in the provinces; the Department of Women’s Affairs 
(DOWA) sometimes played a role in helping women who were in conflict with their fami- 
lies or had other problems. The effectiveness of DOWA in such situations was generally 
determined by personalities and the local security situation (see chapters 5 and 6). 

10. Interview with an Afghan staff member at international women’s rights organiza- 
tion, Kabul, August 2009. 

11. According to the Afghan Constitution, only the government (including ministers) 
or the Parliament could submit laws to the Taqnin. 

12. Interview with Qadria Yazanpardast, Kabul, October 2009. 

13. Interview with a female MP, Kabul, March 2012. 

14. Interviews with UNODC staff members, Kabul, September 2009. 

15. Interview with Qazi Nazir Ahmed Hanafi, Kabul, January 2010. 

16. Interviews with Western diplomats, Kabul, December 2009. 

17. The name of the legislation commission in Parliament is Taqnin, but to distinguish 
it from the Taqnin in the Ministry of Justice, this book calls it the legislation commission. 

18. Interview with an Afghan women’s rights activist, Kabul, June 2015. 
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19. Ina meeting at Kabul University arranged in April 2010 to disseminate the EVAW 
law, several students at the faculty of sharia reportedly expressed the opinion that rape 
(tajavoz-e jinsi), unlike zina, was not known to Islamic societies. Instead, rape was “brought” 
to Afghanistan by “foreigners” and to accept the difference between rape and zina would be 
to open up for changing the basic provisions of Islam. Interview with an international staff 
member at IDLO, Kabul, May 2010. 

20. Article 426 merely states that if hadd conditions are not fulfilled, perpetrators 
should be punished according to this chapter [of the Penal Code]. Article 427 (1) then states 
that “a person who commits adultery (zina) or pederasty [sodomy] (lawat) shall be sen- 
tenced to long-term imprisonment” (i.e., no less than five years and no more than fifteen). 

21. Article 86 of the Civil Code reads, “Polygamy can take place after the following con- 
ditions are fulfilled: 1. When there is no fear of injustice between the wives. 2. When the 
person has financial sufficiency to sustain the wives. That is, when he can provide food, 
clothes, suitable house, and medical treatment. 3. When there is legal expediency, that 
is when the first wife is childless or when she suffers from diseases which are hard to be 
treated.” Whereas conditions 1 and 2 are also standard conditions in Islamic fiqh, condition 
3 is more restrictive than what is found in classic fiqh. 

22. Despite my best efforts, I have not succeed in obtaining the first MOWA draft, which 
truncates the analysis in this section somewhat. 

23. Draft of the Law on Prevention of Violence against Women. Drafted by the Afghan 
Women’s Network, the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission, Rights and De- 
mocracy, Humanitarian Assistance for the Women and Children of Afghanistan Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs. On file with author (Dari). 

24. The accusation that a woman had not been a virgin was a fairly common occurance 
in Afghanistan, often grounded in the mistaken belief that a virgin bride will always bleed 
on her wedding night. Such accusations could result in a new bride being sent home in 
shame to her parents and could expose her to serious sanctions by her kin or in-laws. The 
hadd punishment for slander (qazf) is lashing. See chapter 1 for an explanation. 

25. Interview with the head of the legal department at MOWA, Kabul, March 2010. 

26. Review of the EVAW law by UNODC et al., April 2009. On file with author. 

27. One senior U.N. official later complained to me, “This language must have been put 
there by somebody who has never worked in a court. How do you prove ‘forced’ prostitu- 
tion? Do pimps use guns? No. It should be facilitation (of prostitution). And how do you 
prove ‘forced suicide?” Interview with UNAMA official, Kabul, June 2015. 

28. Explanatory Note on Proposed Amendments to Draft EVAW Law. UNODC and 
UNAMA, October 1, 2009. On file with author. 

29. Review of EVAW law by UNODC et al., April 2009. On file with author. 

30. Sayed Yusuf Halim, who was appointed the chief justice in Afghanistan in July 2015. 

31. Interview with Sayed Yusuf Halim, Kabul, January 2010. 

32. Interview with an Afghan staff member at international women’s rights organiza- 
tion, Kabul, August 2009. 

33. Technical Advisory Group meeting, September 29, 2009. Meeting notes on file with 
author. 
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34. I attended four of the seven sessions in the Joint Commission where the EVAW law 
was debated, whereas my research assistant also attended the last session. I also conducted 
interviews with the key participants in the debate as well as parliamentary staff. My analysis 
of the parliamentary process is based on the Dari transcripts of the proceedings by my assis- 
tant, the television footage of the plenary debate in 2013, as well as press reports, interviews, 
and the written amendments submitted by various commissions. 

35. Interview with a female MP from Kabul, Kabul, October 2010. 

36. At the center of this group were (apart from Qazi Nazir Ahmed Hanafi): Haji Ni- 
yaz Mohammad Amiry, Commission for Telecommunication; engineer Mohammad Asim, 
Commission for Martyrs and Disabled Persons; and Ataullah Ludin, Commission for Jus- 
tice and Legal Affairs. 

37. Amendments to Law on Elimination of Violence against Women. Legislation 
(Taqnin) Commission of Parliament. Undated document. On file with author. 

38. Second Joint Commission meeting on the EVAW law, November 3, 2009. 

39. Amendments to Law on Elimination of Violence against Women. Legislation 
(Taqnin) Commission of Parliament. Undated document, page 2. On file with author. 

40. Second Joint Commission meeting on the EVAW law, November 3, 2009. 

41. Amendments to Law on Elimination of Violence against Women. Legislation 
(Taqnin) Commission of Parliament. 

42. Fifth Joint Commission meeting on the EVAW law, November 15, 2009. 

43. Amendments to Law on Elimination of Violence against Women. Legislation 
(Taqnin) Commission of Parliament. Undated. 

44. Joint Sessions Amendment Concerning Law on Elimination of Violence against 
Women (undated). On file with author. 

45. Seventh Joint Commission meeting on the EVAW law, November 19, 2009. 

46. Seventh Joint Commission meeting on the EVAW law, November 19, 2009. 

47. As one of the other conservatives MPs later stated, “MOWA was offending a fellow 
mujahed, and we are not going to the debate anymore.’ Interview with Qazi Hanafi, Kabul, 
January 2010. 

48. Personal communication, Fawzia Koofi, November 2013. I was out of the country 
and did not attend these sessions. The Parliament does not produce transcripts of meetings 
in the joint mission. 

49. Mahram originally means “unmarriagable kin,” with whom intercourse would be 
considered incestuous. In current usage, it also refers to a male escort without whom a 
woman cannot travel or leave the house, such as her husband or a close relative. The Tali- 
ban government enforced this on a universal basis, meaning that no Afghan woman was 
permitted outside without a mahram. Many Afghan families still uphold the practice of 
mahram in this sense, especially when their female members travel some distance. 

50. Amendments to Law on Elimination of Violence against Women. Legislation 
(Taqnin) Commission of Parliament. 05.06.1390 (August 27, 2011), page 5. On file with 
author. 

51. Jafari fiqh is Shia; Hanafi fiqh is Sunni. Second Joint Commission meeting on the 
EVAW law, November 3, 2009. 
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52. This quote and the following were transcribed and translated by the author from a 
television broadcast of the plenary debate in Parliament on May 18, 2013. 

53. Sixth Joint Commission meeting on the EVAW law, November 17, 2009. 

54. Fifth Joint Commission meeting on the EVAW law, November 15, 2009. 

55. Personal communication with an Afghan staff member at international NGO, 
November 2009. 

56. Personal communication with a law student, Kabul, December 2009. 

57. Sixth Joint Commission meeting on the EVAW law, November 17, 2009. 

58. Interview with a shelter manager, Herat, January 2010. 

59. Interview with an Afghan staff member at international NGO, November 2009. In 
chapters 4 and 5, I explore in greater detail how “leaving the house” constituted a testing 
ground for clashing gender orders. 

60. Interview with Qadria Yazanpardast, Kabul, October 2009. 

61. I was given a taste of the intensity of this competition when, in the middle of one 
of the meetings in the Joint Commission, I was asked to come outside by one of the female 
MPs, whom I had interviewed a few weeks earlier. She told me that she needed to inform 
me about the personal life of some of the other women in the room. It was their illicit af- 
fairs with married men, she said, that caused them to push for polygamy to be made more 
difficult by the EVAW law. This would lead their lovers to divorce their first wives instead of 
taking them as co-wives. The circulation of these kinds of rumors about the personal lives 
of female politicians was common. 

62. Personal communication, former UNODC staff, March 2012. 

63. See embassy cables: Embassy of the United States Kabul, 2009a; Embassy of the 
United States Kabul 2009b. 

64. See chapter 1 for a description of the mujahedin and the rise of Islamism in 
Afghanistan. 

65. Some years later, the public killing of a woman named Farkhunda, who had been 
accused of burning a copy of the Quran, was understood by many Afghans as a horrifying 
sign of the hostility against women who “went too far” and could be labeled immoral wom- 
en, infidels, and Western agents. I write more about this case in the conclusion of this book. 

66. Personal communication with a women’s rights activist, September 2009. 

67. Some civil society activists thought the speaker, who was not a particularly influ- 
ential MP, had agreed to this because he wished to remain on good terms with Western 
embassies. Interview with a women's rights activist, Kabul, June 2015. See also Larson 2016. 

68. Interviews with a senior U.N. official, June 2015, and an Afghan lawyer, Kabul, April 
2015. 

69. Interview with a senior U.N. official, Kabul, June 2015 

70. Interview with a senior U.N. official, Kabul, June 2015. 

71. The U.S. government alone allocated around USs700 million to women’s rights ac- 
tivities in Afghanistan in the period 2001-2014 (SIGAR 2014). 

72. Personal communication, IDLO staff member, February 2015. 

73. Phone interviews with judges in the primary court of Kabul, March 2010. 

74. Government of Afghanistan’s Hard Deliverables no. 7 [out of 17 in total]: “MOWA, 
MOI [Ministry of Interior] and the AGO [attorney general's office] coordinate to produce 


NOTES TO PAGES 51-107 189 


a detailed report on the application of the EVAW law in each province. The report should 
include: the number of VAW [violence against women] cases brought to the police, disposi- 
tion of each case (whether prosecuted or not) and the outcome of the prosecuted cases. The 
data collected should be made public and serve as a baseline for future analyses of EVAW 
law implementation” 

75. The Afghan year of 1391 (March 2012-March 2013). 

76. A smaller number of cases were “solved” by the courts by granting a divorce or 
referring the victim to a shelter. 


CHAPTER 3. BROKERS OF JUSTICE 


1. In provinces that did not have a special unit, cases were processed by the normal 
prosecution. 

2. There was, however, some methodological unclarity about the number of cases reg- 
istered with the prosecution, meaning that the actual rate of prosecution and conviction 
could be lower. See Shahabi and Wimpelmann, 2015. 

3. Badahkshan, Baghlan, Bamiyan, Herat, Kabul, Kandahar, Khost, and Nangarhar. 

4. For details on the methodology and data collection for this chapter, see the section 
“Research Trajectories” in the introduction. 

5. The Penal Code (1976) does not list the acts considered felonies, but article 24 states, 
“Felony is a crime whose doer is sentenced to death or continued imprisonment or long 
imprisonment.” The EVAW law (2009) implies that rape, forced prostitution, recording and 
publishing the identity of the victim, burning or using chemical substances, forced self- 
immolation, and forced suicide are crimes that must be investigated independently of a 
petition. 

6. Rural prosecutors were more likely to require physical marks as a minimum require- 
ment for registering a complaint, although there were few signs of consistency on this 
question. 

7. Both forced and consensual anal intercourse (lawat) are crimes under Afghan law, 
even when involving a man and woman married to each other. 

8. According to Afghan family law (in the 1977 Civil Code), women can ask for divorce 
to be granted by the courts under certain conditions, such as harm inflicted by the husband, 
impotence, or long-term abandonment. A divorce granted by the court on these grounds 
is called tafreeq, and the woman retains the right to her mahr (dowry), which should have 
been paid upon marriage (though, in practice, it is often paid only in the case of divorce). 
She also keeps her mahr if her husband unilaterally divorces her (such a divorce is called 
talaaq). In both scenarios, she is also due alimony for a transition period of three months 
(this transition period is called iddat). However, if she does not have valid grounds for di- 
vorce, she can obtain it only if her husband consents, and in that case, he can then ask for 
financial compensation, such as requiring her to give up her mahr (either by returning it, if 
it had been paid upon marriage, or by forfeiting it, if the payment had been deferred). Such 
a “consensual” divorce is called khula. 

9. The EVAW Law (article 23) provides for imprisonment for no more than three months 
for beating (not resulting in injury or disability), whereas the equivalent article in the Penal 
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Code (article 409) provides for imprisonment not exceeding six months, although article 
409 is somewhat unclear about whether beating that doesn’t result in long-term injury is 
punishable at all. 

10. The prosecutors frequently used government-issued business licenses as a form of 
bail—either the license of the suspect/defendant or that of an acquaintance. If the condi- 
tions of bail or the conditions in the guarantee were breached, the prosecutors could see to 
it that the license was revoked. 

u. Article 250 states that the court can extend this custody for up to two years, and 
article 251 states that the court can grant custody to another person (other than the custody 
holder) if it is to the benefit of the child. 

12. See note 6 above. 

13. The instruction about the misuse of a cell phone probably meant that the wife should 
refrain from conversations with men she was not related to over the phone. 

14. In India, conviction rates under section 498 of the Penal Code, which deals with 
domestic violence, are reported to be 2 percent or less. It is thought that a main reason for 
this is that a woman effectively loses her access to her matrimonial home by filing a com- 
plaint (Basu 2006). 


CHAPTER 4. WITH A LITTLE HELP FROM THE WAR ON TERROR 


1. Huma Sultani, former staff at the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission, 
Kankash, Tolo Television, February 19, 2011. 

2. Qazi Ahmed Nazir Hanafi, MP, Kankash, Tolo Television, February 19, 2011. 

3. Interview with head of juvenile detention center, Herat, January 2010. 

4. The government would generally not release disaggregated data on women incarcer- 
ated for “running away” but, instead, lumped together female prisoners charged with or 
convicted for all “moral crimes”: running away, zina, and “attempted zina.” This number 
stayed fairly stable throughout the Karzai period (2001-2014) ranging from four hundred 
to seven hundred nationwide (HRW 2012). 

5. Personal communication, U.N. official, Herat, January 2010. 

6. Articles 426-29 of the 1976 Penal Code. 

7. Personal communication with staff at UNAMA, IDLO, and Afghan legal aid organi- 
zations, 2010-11. 

8. Approval 572, dated August 24, 2010, of High Council of Supreme Court. English 
translation by UNODC, Kabul. On file with author. 

9. Qazi Ahmed Nazir Hanafi, MP, Kankash, Tolo Television, February 19, 2011. 

10. Interview with Soraya Parlika, Kabul, March 2015. 

1. Interview with Mary Akrami, Kabul, March 2015. 

12. In Kabul, there were four shelters, run by Women for Afghan Women (WAW), 
Humanitarian Assistance for Women and Children (HAWCA), and Afghan Women’s Skills 
Development Center (AWSDC). In addition, there was one shelter each in several other 
cities: Herat (run by Voice of Women), Mazar-e Sharif (Cooperation Center for Afghani- 
stan [CCA]), Bamiyan (Shuhada organization), Jalalabad (UNIFEM), and Charikar (also 
UNIFEM). The number of shelters proliferated significantly between 2010 and 2015. 
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13. Interview with shelter manager, Jalalabad, February 2010. 

14. Interview with MOWA staff, Jalalabad, February 2010. 

15. Interview with shelter manager and NGO staff, Kabul, April 2010 and May 2011. 

16. Personal communication with former shelter manager and staff at an international 
legal development organization, February 2011 and March 2015. 

17. Aryn Baker, “Afghan Women and the Return of the Taliban,” Time, August 9, 2010. 

18. Personal communication with former shelter manager, February 2011. 

19. Afghan Women, Security and United States Strategy, WAW press release, December 
1, 2009. 

20. Jamiat-e Islami (Society of Islam) was one of the mujahedin parties during the jihad 
years and was registered as a political party after 2001. It was led by Burhanuddin Rabbani 
until his assassination in September 2011. 

21. Interview with Nasto Naderi, Kabul, May 2011. 

22. Interview with Nasto Naderi. 

23. Interview with women's right activist, Kabul, May 2011. 

24. Interview with Nasto Naderi. 

25. After the fall of the communist government in 1992, Afghanistan was for the first 
time declared an Islamic republic by the victorious mujahedin, although the new govern- 
ment soon collapsed into infighting. The 2004 Constitution also named Afghanistan an 
Islamic republic. 

26. Interview with Nasto Naderi. 

27. This group had also reviewed the EVAW law (see chapter 2). 

28. Interviews with Afghan human rights official, Kabul, May 2011; Afghan human 
rights activist, Kabul, May 2011; Afghan staff member of Women for Afghan Women, Ka- 
bul, May 2011. 

29. Draft Regulation on Women's Protection Centers. On file with author. 

30. Interview with the head of the legal department, MOWA, Kabul, May 2010. 

31. Interview with an Afghan human rights official, Kabul, May 2010. 

32. “Afghan Government Seeking to Take Control of Women's Shelters” Canadian 
Women for Women in Afghanistan, February 1, 2011, www.cw4wafghan.ca/news/2011/02/01/ 
afghan-government-seeking-take-control-womens-shelters. 

33. A version of the regulations with all of the concerns of shelters incorporated was 
developed by the CLRWG, dated February 9, 2011. On file with author. 

34. Entitled “Afghan Proposal Would Clamp Down on Women’s Shelters,” an article 
about the regulations appeared in the New York Times on February 10, 2011. 

35. Interview with Western diplomat, Kabul, May 2011. 

36. Interviews with Afghan human rights official Kabul, May 2011; Afghan human 
rights activist, Kabul, May 2011; and Afghan staff member of Women for Afghan Women, 
Kabul, May 2011. 

37. Well-known women activists who had established shelters included Mary Akra- 
mi, director of the Afghan Women Skills Development Center (AWSDC); Orzala Ashraf 
Nemat, previous director of Humanitarian Assistance for Women and Children of Afghani- 
stan (HAWCA); Suraya Pakzad, director of Voice of Women Organization; and Manizha 
Naderi, national director of Women for Afghan Women (WAW). 
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38. The letter of the Afghan Women’s Network can be seen here: www.aiwr.org/files/ 
The_Gatekeepers_of_Women.pdf. The letters of the U.S. senators and the statement of the 
assistant secretary of state are discussed here: U. Moore, “Afghan Shelter Crackdown Sparks 
International Advocacy,’ U.N. Dispatch, February 19, 2011, www.undispatch.com/afghan- 
shelter-crackdown-sparks-international-advocacy. 

39. Interviews with Afghan human rights official, Kabul, May 201; Afghan human 
rights activist, Kabul, May 2011; and Afghan staff member of Women for Afghan Women, 
Kabul, May 2011. 

40. Interview with Afghan human rights official, Kabul, May 2011. 

41. Interview with U.S. diplomat, Kabul, May 2011. 

42. A version of the regulations with all of the concerns of shelters incorporated was 
developed by the CLRWG, dated February 9, 2011. But when the international press broke 
the story on February 10, they referred to the regulations in their original form, and fronts 
subsequently hardened, with MOWA also reverting to the original version in its press con- 
ference on February 15. 


CHAPTER 5. RUNAWAY WOMEN 


1. The material in this chapter is based on around one hundred interviews in Afghani- 
stan with family members, government officials, religious and community leaders, shelter 
personnel, human rights workers, lawyers, and journalists, mostly in the period from 2010 
to 2011. Some details have been changed or omitted for confidentiality purposes. I have 
referred to specific interviews in the notes only when I have directly cited someone. 

2. Jirga is a Pashto word referring to a local gathering for the purpose of decision mak- 
ing or dispute settlement (Wardak 2004). In its ideal form, a jirga is conducted by a group 
of respected male elders who collectively reach decisions—and is an embodiment of the 
egalitarian and autonomous ideology of Pashtun tribal society (Wimpelmann 2013). 

3. Interview with a judge, Central Afghanistan, April 2010. 

4. It has become quite common for the nikah ceremony to take place at this point—at 
the time of the formal engagement—so that, from the perspective of Islamic law, the couple 
is already married. But until the wedding feast has taken place and the bride has moved to 
her husband’s house, they are spoken of as only engaged, and they cannot socially be con- 
sidered a married couple. 

5. Interview with juvenile prosecutor, central Afghanistan, June 2010. 

6. Interview with prison attorney, central Afghanistan, June 2010. 

7. Article 17 of the EVAW law concerns rape: “If a person commits rape with an adult 
woman, the offender shall be sentenced to continued imprisonment in accordance with 
the provision of Article (426) of the Penal Code, and if it results in the death of victim, the 
perpetrator shall be sentenced to death penalty.” 

8. This was a rather complicated procedure, requiring the signature of the deputy min- 
ister of justice and the head of the National Prison Directorate. The process was made more 
complicated since I was not a journalist but a researcher, for which no category existed. 
Eventually the authorities issued me the permit without a press card. 
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9. A U.N. employee whom I spoke with said that the last time he had tried to get the 
lawyer to take a stronger interest in the case, the lawyer claimed to have lost the file (Kabul, 
June 2010). I was asked to mention this to the head of the Afghan bar association, which I 
did. 

10. Interview with the head of the provincial council, central Afghanistan, June 2010. 

1. Interview with Nafisa’s fiancé’s brother, central Afghanistan, June 2010. 

12. Interview with local jirga expert 1, central Afghanistan, June 2010. 

13. Interview with local jirga expert 2, central Afghanistan, June 2010. 

14. Interview with female member of the provincial council, central Afghanistan, June 
2010. 

15. Interview with former head of DOWA, central Afghanistan, June 2010. 

16. Interview with staff at AIHRC, Kabul, June 2010. 

17. Due to staff shortage, the primary and appeal courts were presided over by the same 
judge. 

18. Interview with Fereshta’s mother, Radio Azadi March 19, 2010. 

19. As I started to piece together the event a few weeks later, I was offered a chance to 
buy the video, filmed by someone in the crowd, for a few hundred dollars. I declined. Some 
months later, the video appeared in the media and was posted on YouTube. 

20. Edwards (2002) recounts a story from the 1980s of a young woman who denounces 
her husband as he goes to complete his military services with the communist government, 
in an area where all other young men are supporting the jihad against the Soviet-backed 
regime. She convinces her male cousin to escape with her, but they are caught by Hizb-e 
Islami, one of the mujahedin parties, and she is sentenced to death by stoning by a religious 
judge, recently returned from Saudi Arabia, even though the local community widely 
endorsed her elopement. To the narrator in Edwards’ book, this imposition symbolized 
the rising power of mullahs in Afghan society. Previously dependent on tribal leaders, they 
were now asserting their power more independently. 

21. Siddiqa, like Fereshta, had been engaged to her cousin, so (unlike in Nafisa’s case) 
there was no question of answering to an external family. It was Siddiqa’s family, not her 
fiancé, who played the leading act in the aftermath of her escape. 

22. Interview with relative of Qayam, Kunduz, August 2010. 

23. Personal communication with researcher based in Kunduz, May 2011. 

24. As work on a new, comprehensive penal code began in 2012, the then minister of 
justice Habibullah Ghalib took the initiative to codify hadd punishments for zina, theft, 
alcohol consumption, and so on, and the task of codification was given to the Afghan Bar 
Association. Information about the existence of this draft was leaked to the press two years 
later and caused strong international reactions. At the time of writing (2015), it was not clear 
whether a codification of hadd punishments would be included in the full draft of the penal 
code. Some Afghans argued for it on the basis that such a codification would actually spell 
out that the conditions for imposing such physical punishments could never be fulfilled in 
practice. Others argued that the Afghan Constitution of 2004 deemed such punishments 
illegal. 

25. Radio Azadi, March 19, 2010. 
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26. Mohammad Omar Omarzada, legal scholar, speaking on Radio Azadi, March 19, 
2010. 

27. Interview with head of AIHRC, Herat, January 2010. 

28. According to mostly anecdotal reports, large networks for trafficking and selling of 
women and children for prostitution exist in Afghanistan, both for domestic markets and 
abroad. 

29. Decree Number 104, dated May 17, 1419 H.Q. [Islamic lunar year] of the Islamic 
Emirate of Afghanistan regarding women's rights in society. 

30. Medica Mondiale, in a review of the cases that their lawyers have worked on, found 
a similar pattern. Judges and prosecutors would convict women of premarital or extramari- 
tal intercourse regardless of the abusive circumstances that women had found themselves 
in (Boggio-Cosadia 2014). 

31. Interview with AIHRC official, Kunduz, August 2010. 

32. Interview with juvenile attorney, central Afghanistan, June 2010. 

33. In 2012 three single women who had rented a room with a family in a relatively lib- 
eral part of Kabul (Kart-e Se) were attacked by a mob when attempting to move to another 
location. One of the women was killed, and the others went into hiding. Police and others 
accused them of being prostitutes, since they could not see how else they could make a liv- 
ing on their own (Graham-Harrison 2012). 


CHAPTER 6. UPHOLDING CITIZEN HONOR? 


1. In the Afghan year of 1391 (March 2012-March 2013), statistics compiled by the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs in twenty-five of Afghanistan's thirty-four provinces found 
188 cases of reported rape or sexual violence (against women). This would suggest around 
0.5 rapes reported per 100,000 population (MOWA 2014). 

2. Although he was, in fact, the girl’s uncle, he often referred to himself as her father, 
since Bashira’s actual father was ill and could not represent her. 

3. In an unrelated event, President Karzai had dismissed the attorney general, Abdul 
Jabar Sabet, on July 17, 2008. 

4. Tolo Television, July 19, 2008. 

5. Sighbatullah Mujadiddi was a former mujahedin fighter and a personal friend of 
President Karzai. He held a number of high-level official positions during the post-2001 
period. 

6. Interview with Sayed Noorullah, Sarepul, March 2010. 

7. This face-to-face denunciation of the president as basically a man without morality, a 
purveyor of honor, must have taken him back, but to the relief of Bashira’s uncle, the presi- 
dent reacted calmly and expressed his sympathy for his plight. 

8. Author’s personal communication in Kabul, September 2014. 

9. Author’s interview with U.N. legal official, June 2015. 

10. Noorullah lightheartedly recalled how Sima Samar, the head of the AIHRC, had 
declared that she would never talk to him again should she come to hear that the uncle 
would pursue a baad. 

1. Interview with Afghan human rights official, Mazar-e Sharif, April 2010. 
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12. Interview with Afghan human rights official, Mazar-e Sharif, April 2010. 

13. Kogacioglu (2004) makes a similar argument for Turkey, where she points out that 
the legal and institutional accommodation of “honor killings” makes questionable these 
same institutions’ presentation of them as acts of tradition. 


CONCLUSIONS 


1. Interview with a male women’s rights activist, Kabul, March 2012. 
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